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CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION 
1. Malayan Chinese Literature :1920-1937 : Definitions and Significance 
Malayan Chinese literature, that is a literature written in Chinese by Chinese resident of 
Malaya ( including Singapore), is a complex subject, both in itself and in the ways in which it is 
perceived by different people. Therefore, before entering into any description or discussion, it 
is necessary to defme both the writers and the geographical limits of Malayan Chinese literature 
in the period under study. 
For the purpose of this thesis, Malayan Chinese authors can be classified into two 
general categories. Firstly, those born either in China or Malaya, who lived for various periods 
of time in Malaya, and who published literary work ( including poetry, fiction, drama, prose, 
fables, literary comment, etc) locally between 1920 and 1937. This is regardless of whether 
they used Nanyang, that is modern Southeast Asia, as the setting of their work. Secondly, there 
are those who lived in Malaya and wrote about the Nanyang area, but published their work 
elsewhere, primarily in mainland China. 
A word is necessary here on the geographical limits of the term Nanyang. Traditionally, 
Nanyang ( literal meaning II The South Seas ") was used in China to refer to the area called 
Southeast Asia today_ The act of arriving in this region was popularly called Nanlai (coming 
to Nanyang). However, in Malayan Chinese literature, differences in interpretation can be seen. 
For example, in some stories, Nanyang may refer to Malaya, Sumatra, Java, Sarawak, Sabah, 
Bali, or other places, and the phrase "life in Nanyang!! or II the custom in Nanyang!! has no 
exclusive geographical meaning. In th is sense, Nanyang was used in Malayan Chinese 
literature wi th the same meaning as traditionally understood in China. 
In other stories, articles and debate, however, the concept of Nanyang among Malayan 
Chinese writers was specifically narrowed to Malaya (Hereafter, Malaya will be understood to 
include Singapore) . In the late 1920s particularly, there was a small number of such writers 
who advocated a generic !!N an yang literature", describing the actual life and conditions of 
Chinese in Malaya. According to Fang Xiu, it was not until 1934 that the Chinese characters 
for "Malaya!! appeared for the first time in Malayan Chinese literature ( a further discussion 
1 
will be given in Chapter II). Henceforth, this thesis will use the tenn "Malaya" when 
discussing the literary activities and publication of Malayan Chinese, and "Nanyang" when 
discussing the local characters and plots described in this literature. 
Malayan Chinese literature, consisting of translations from the Chinese classics and 
literary essays, dates from the late nineteenth century. From 1920 to 1937, however, it was 
heavily influenced by trends in China following the May Fourth Movement of 1919, and is 
generally referred to as "New Literature" by writers and critics. 1 This is because it differs from 
the old Malayan Chinese literature in fonn and content. It was written in a colloquial rather 
than classical style, and advocated replacing the old Chinese culture and system with ones 
taking European examples to develop democracy and science. 
The reason for concentrating on the period up to 1937 is that Japan's invasion of China 
in that year coloured the whole of mainland and expa-tn akChinese literature. From that year the 
content of Malayan Chinese literature almost duplicated that of China itself, concentrating on 
exposing and condemning the crimes of the Japanese invaders, and calling on people to unite 
against them. 
In the period 1920 to 1937, as a result of external influence and internal factors, Malayan 
Chinese literature experienced mixed fortunes. It emerged gradually between 1920 and 1925, 
developed vigorously in the years 1927-1930) declined rapidly from the end of 1930, and 
revived slowly from 1932. 
The significance of Malayan Chinese literature at this time can be seen from two 
perspectives. Firstly, it provides an individual view of a colonial situation. Although both 
China and Malaya were Asian countries, they were different in many ways; such as ethnicity, 
culture, religion, language, politics, econon1Y, and social structure. The Malayan Chinese 
writers, most of whom were new arrivals in their twenties, used literature as a medium to 
express what they had seen, heard, thought, and the conclusions they had made, based on 
1. There are different opin ions in regard to the beginning of thi s literature. Fang Xiu, a noted 
scholar of the subject, suggests the end of 1919, when "Thoughts in a Wedding Party" 
appeared in a Singaporean newspaper. 
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their observation as outsiders. From Malayan Chinese literature we can gain insight into their 
reactions to the local culture--- a culture complicated by influences from India, the ~slamic 
world, China and Europe. 
A study of Malayan Chinese literature is also valuable in that it provides an illuminating 
contrast with mainland literature. One can observe how the former branched out from the 
latter, grew further apart, and increasingly demonstrated its individuality. There are, of 
course, striking similarities between these two kinds of literature in this period. They were 
both written in Chinese by people of Chinese origin, and necessarily affected by traditional 
Chinese culture. They were both, directly or indirectly, influenced by mainland political and 
literary movements such as the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the popular demonstration 
against British police murder of Shanghai civilians in 1925, and the continuing battle between 
the KMT and the CCP after 1927. Also, both literary movements were suppressed by their 
respective governments at the turn of the 1930s. 
Despite all these similarities, however, important differences remained. The contradiction 
between the old literature and the new in Malaya was far less profound than in China. The 
new literature in China after 1919 was heavily influenced by students returning from Europe 
and Japan who brought back the ideas and styles of literature then prevailing. By contrast, 
Malayan Chinese literature experienced these influences only second-hand. Furthermore, few 
Malayan Chinese writers had studied overseas, and they were naturally influenced, in varying 
degrees, by local culture. In terms of development, Malayan Chinese literature generally 
lagged a few years behind the mainland, because the Chinese literary force there was much 
u]f:>~ 1cpr ~nrl the ~llnnort it received was far less. Althou2:h up to half the Malayan Chinese 
Notes: 
1. Se~ Wang Gungwu, " Mah~a ~enxue daolun (An Introduction of Malayan Chinese Literature)" in Zao Rong, 
Xwma huawen wenxue daxz.shzgao ( Compendium of Chinese Literature in Singapore and Malaysia), Singapore, 
1979, pp8-13. 
2. See Han Shuyin," Mahua wenxue jianlun (A Brief Study of Malayan Chinese Literature)" in Zao Rong, Xinma 
huawen wenxue daxi.shigao ( Compendium of Chinese Literature in Singapore and Malaysia) Singapore 1979 
pp8-13. ' " 
3. See Claudine Salmon, "Writings in Romanized Malay by the Chinese of Malaya: a Preliminary Inquiry" in 
Kertas-Kertas Penga;ian Tionghua, No. 1., December 1977, pp69-95. 
4. See, Wo~g Seng,-tong" "The Impact of Chinese Politics on the Malayan Chinese Literature (1919-1941)", 
U!llverslty of Wlsconsm-Madison,1978. Also his articles, "The Development of Malaysia's Colloquial Chinese 
LIterature 1919-1941" in Archivel, Vol.28,pI83. 
5 Se Sh' Ar''' .A "" .\..1 ~ J ~ -H- 0\' 9}L. 7:.1 t :it:; 3-
. e 1geo aI, ! "' 'W A... ~ ~ /' 'k; ~ ,~~ , ( 1925-1928 )" ( "The ~evelopment of Malayan Chmese Literature and the Political Impact from Mainland China I, 1925-1928") in 
lwbun ronso (Tsu.1985), pp63-78. 
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their observation as outsiders. From Malayan Chinese literature we can gain insight into their 
reactions to the local culture--- a culture complicated by influences from India, the ~slamic 
world, China and Europe. 
A study of Malayan Chinese literature is also valuable in that it provides an illuminating 
contrast with mainland literature. One can observe how the former branched out from the 
latter, grew further apart, and increasingly demonstrated its individuality. There are, of 
course, striking similarities between these two kinds of literature in this period. They were 
both written in Chinese by people of Chinese origin, and necessarily affected by traditional 
Chinese culture. They were both, directly or indirectly, influenced by mainland political and 
literary movements such as the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the popular demonstration 
against British police murder of Shanghai civilians in 1925, and the continuing battle between 
the KMT and the CCP after 1927. Also, both literary movements were suppressed by their 
respective governments at the turn of the 1930s. 
Despite all these similarities, however, important differences remained. The contradiction 
between the old literature and the new in Malaya was far less profound than in China. The 
new literature in China after 1919 was heavily influenced by students returning from Europe 
and Japan who brought back the ideas and styles of literature then prevailing. By contrast, 
Malayan Chinese literature experienced these influences only second-hand. Furthermore, few 
Malayan Chinese writers had studied overseas , and they were naturally influenced, in varying 
degrees, by local culture. In terms of development, Malayan Chinese literature generally 
lagged a few years behind the mainland, because the Chinese literary force there was much 
weaker, and the support it received was far less. Although up to half the Malayan Chinese 
writings were set in China, the other half reflects the life of local Chinese residents. It is 
therefore an invaluable source for the understanding of Chinese communities overseas. 
2. Existing Research and the Core of this Study 
Since the early 1950s, a number of academics and writers have noted the importance 
of Chinese literature in Malaya. For example, Wang Gungwu, Han Suyin~ and Claudine 
Salmon~ In addition, Wong Seng-tong: Shigeo Arai,Sand a group of Singaporean and 
3 
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Malaysian scholars of Chinese origin, including the leading authority, Fang Xiu, have been 
actively exploring this question. Research has been published in English, French, Malay, 
and Japanese, but chiefly in Chinese. With the exceptions of Fang Xiu's work and Wong 
Seng-tong's doctoral thesis entitled "The Impact of Chinese Politics on the Malayan Chinese 
Literature ( 1919-1941 )", much of this research remains very general, and provides only a 
brief introduction to the subject. It either takes the literature as a whole or chooses 
surpposedly represen tative examples. Interest in the subject appears to have increased 
remarkably in recent years. In 1988 alone, China held its fifth international conference on 
overseas Chinese literature and a similar meeting took place in Singapore, sponsored by the 
Goethe Institut. 
Since its beginning, Malayan Chinese literature has been of great importance to a large 
number of Sino-Malayan scholars and writers. However, many factors prevented systematic 
research until the 1950s.2 At that time, a group of devoted scholars began a serious effort to 
open up the subject. Among them, Fang Xiu is perhaps the best known. 
Fang Xiu (real name Wu Ziguang, 1922--), was born in Guangdong, China, and arrived 
in the Southeast region in about 1938. He worked as a newspaper correspondent, edited both 
newspapers and magazines, and lectured in the Chinese department of Singapore University 
between 1966 and 1978. Throughout his life, he has concerned himself with Malayan 
Chinese literature. Since 1956, he has published an annual report on the current literary 
situation in the special New Year's Day issue of Singapore News.3 
Fang Xiu was perhaps the first to emphasize the need to study of the history of Malayan 
Chinese literature shortly after Malaya won independence in 1957. He pointed out, "Malaya has 
gained independence. While reconstructing our poli tics and economy, we should build up our 
culture. As far as historical research is concerned, we need at least to have a comprehensive 
2. Malayan Chinese literature was censored by the British colonial author ities from the late 
1920s to the outbreak of the anti-Japanese war because of its anti-co lon ial tone. In the 
period of Japanese occupati on, the activities of the Malayan Chinese were heavily res tricted 
and the literature was again supre ssed, with some writers being killed for their anti-
Japanese work. Both finance and freedom to pursue this research were v irtually impossible. 
More details will be given later in this thesis. 
3. The information in this paragraph is from Ma Lun, Xinma hua wen zuojia cunxiang 
(Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese Writers), Singapore, 1984, p37. 
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account of the general history of Malaya, an account of the history of Malayan culture, a history 
of literature, a history of fine arts, and of music .... ".4 Since then, he has been industriously 
pursuing his own research into the history of Malayan Chinese literature. The following 
description provides a glimpse of how Fang Xiu has laboured to unearth the buried literary 
heritage: 
"In a big newspaper office in Singapore, a much learned editor is seen 
constantly reading or writing when he is not carrying out his duty, having meals or 
sleeping. Periodically, he goes to a library several miles away to burrow through 
old newspapers, taking photographs, and copying down by hand materials 
concerning the history of Malayan Chinese literature. His goal is to preserve the 
history and achievement of the earlier Malayan Chinese writers. Who would not 
honour this scholar for his determination, persistence and industriousness? After 
two or three decades of hard work in Singapore and Malaysia, he has achieved 
fame as the historian of Malayan Chinese literature. He is Fang Xiu! "5 
From his experience as a newspaper correspondent, editor and commentator for Chinese 
newspapers (the main publication base of Malayan Chinese literature), and his painstaking 
research, Fang Xiu has published about 27 books and a great nun1ber of articles on the 
subject. These include Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New 
Literature.,. Singapore, 1973, ten volumes); Mahau xinwenxue shigaQ (Notes on the History 
of Malayan Chinese New Literature, Singapore, 1963, three volumes); Mahua xinwenxue 
jianshi (A Brief History of Malayan Chinese Literature, Kuala Lumpur, 1986); and Xinma 
wenxueshi lunji (Studies on the History of Chinese Literature in Singapore and Malaysia, 
Singapore and Hong Kong, 1986). An abridged version of the second of these works has 
been translated into English by Angus W. McDonald, and published by the Tokyo Centre for 
East Asian Cultural Studies in 1977. He has been well recognized, both at home and abroad, as 
4. Zhong Yang, Wenwan zhongbi (Talks on the Literature in Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaya), 
Hong Kong, 1982, p135. 
5. Ma Lun, Xinma huawen zuojia cunxiang (Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese 
Writers), Singapore, 1984, p37. 
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a distinguished historian of Malayan Chinese literature, and was honoured by the Singapore 
Government for his outstanding contribution to research into the topic.6 
Without the pioneering efforts of Fang Xiu, Malayan Chinese literature of the pre-war 
period might well have been lost to the present day. However, the political and social 
complexities of post-war Chinese society appear to have influenced interpretations of the 
literature. There seem to be gaps in the historical narrative. For instance, Fang Xiu does not 
even mention the KMT and the CCP's active and wide involvement in Malayan Chinese 
politics, especially during the years from 1923 to 1927. This is undoubtedly an important part 
of the historical background, if not the impetus, of Malayan Chinese literature. Further 
discussion will be given in Chapter II. 
When commenting on Malayan Chinese literature (1920-1937), the main yardstick 
applied by Fang Xiu is whether the work fully represents the trend of the times. That is, 
whether it promoted or hindered the development of the general spirit of the May Fourth 
Movement with its call for anti-imperialism, and its advocacy of equality, freedom, democracy 
and science.? This is of course justified because Malayan Chinese literature (1920-1937 ) both 
resulted from, and was constantly guided by, the spirit of the May Fourth Movement. 
It is not the purpose of this thesis to comment on Fang Xiu's work, nor seek to excel 
it. Rather, the intention is merely to employ his and others' research to examine Malayan 
Chinese literature from a different angle. The questions we will ask are: what do we learn 
about Malayan Chinese society from Malayan Chinese literature? More concretely, how did 
6. Zhong Yang, Wenwan zhQn gbi (Talks on the Literature in Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaya), 
Hong Kong, 1982, p136. 
7 .The spirit of the May Fourth Movement is difficult to describe adequately. In January 191 9, 
27 countries met at Versailles to discuss the order of the post-war world, and how to re-
apportion the exi sting colonies. At this meeting, Ch ina put forward seven demands to 
eradicate all foreign interference from China. These demands, however, were rejected. The 
chairing body, furthermore, decided on April 30, 1919, to approve Japan's takeover of 
Shandong province from Germany. Chinese popular indignation manifested itself in the May 
Fourth Movement, which also took encouragement from the Russion Revolution of October, 
1917. The May Fouth Movement marks the beginning of the modern period in China. Slogans 
like "Anti-imperialism" (referring to the European and Japanese colonialists in China, and 
those countries at the Paris meeting) and "Anti-feudalism" (referring to the traditional 
Confucian culture and system) gained greater currency at that time. Consequently, the 
guiding spiri t of the movement was the wish to reform China along modern, democratic 
principles. 
6 
Malayan Chinese writers react to local life, and how did they portray the reactions of ordinary 
Chinese in their fiction? For example, in his introduction to M ahua xinwenxue daxi ( 
Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), Singapore, 1973, Vol. 3., Fang Xiu uses 
more than half of the pages to discuss four short stories by Lin Dubu, entitled "Brother Zhen, 
What Are You Thinking ?", " Smile", "Two Young People" and " Class Union". He introduces 
them as "description of the life of locally-born young people", but "Meeting of Fonner 
Classmates" is merely a narrative of the love between a young man---a locally born Chinese 
student, who goes to study in Beijing--- and two girls; ---the student's cousin in Singapore and 
the daughter of his teacher in Beijing. Apart from the fact that the student was "locally born"; 
and "Singapore" is sometimes mentioned in the story, there is little about the life of Malaya-
born Chinese. In other words, this story might apply to any Chinese student born overseas, 
whether it be Malaya, Hong Kong, or elsewhere, who studies in Beijing. Consequently, this 
story is of little interest to the present thesis. On the other hand, "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit 
", which Fang Xiu deals with briefly, is of considerable value in answering our questions. This 
story will be discussed further in Chapter IV. However, one must note that Fang Xiu's 
disinterest is understandable. "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" is mostly written in an old classic 
recitative style, and is not representative of the easily accessible Malayan Chinese New 
literature. Moreover, the story makes no attempt to embody the spirit of the May Fourth 
Movement, which, in Fang Xiu's opinion, should always be the theme of Malayan Chinese 
New literature in the period under study. 
Given the great mass and variety of literary work available from the period 1920 to 
1937, this thesis will concentrate on Malayan Chinese fictional writings, and investigate the 
use of local colour therein. 
The term" local colour" (Difan secai r is frequently used in Malayan Chinese literature 
from about 1927 when Zhang Jinyan, a writer who grew up in Malaya, introduced the concept 
in his article entitled" Nanyang and Literature ". In 1934, there was the first in a sporadic 
series of debates, running over nearly thi11y years, on the question of literature with local 
* See Zhang Jinyan, " Nanyang yu wenyi (Nanyang and Literature)", originally published in "Desert Islands", NolO, 
April 1, 1927; or in Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi . Singapore, 1972. Vol.l, p12l. 
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colour.8 However, a clear definition of just what "local colour" is or should be remains to 
be elucidated, despite its frequent appearance in Malayan Chinese literature. It is hoped that the 
following chapters will provide a clearer, deeper understanding of the concept than has existed 
hitherto. 
Local colour as used by Malayan Chinese writers usually refers to the description of the 
life of Chinese in Malaya. This includes everything from natural scenery to government 
structure, from the climate to folk music, from local dress and customs to native business 
practices. 
However, the Malayan Chinese are a special community who were first transplanted 
from China, and gradually settled in Malaya and Singapore. Migrants arriving at different 
points in history would necessarily react to the local culture in differing ways. Some would 
retain a greater sense of being Chinese, while others would assimilate more easily into the 
Malayan community. Therefore, local colour in Malayan Chinese literature will reflect a variety 
of perceptions and experiences. 
To make a comparison of prevailing attitudes to local colour in Malayan Chinese literature 
(1920-1937 ), it is first necessary to sketch the subject. This will be given in Chapter ll. Then, 
it will be necessary to introouce local colour as it was actually used in the period under study. 
Following this, Chapters IV, V, VI will attempt a new approach by focusing on three 
examples of the fiction, and discuss their use of local colour. This discussion will include the 
reaction to a foreign environment of both the writers and the characters created by them. It is 
hoped that the conclusion will indicate the lasting significance of local colour in alayan 
Chinese literature ( 1920-1937 ). 
3. The M a/ayan Chinese in the Period under Study 
8. See Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi I Singapore, 1972. Vol. 1, ppII9-149; and by the same author, Vol. 10, 
pp96-169. Also see Zao Rong, Xinma huawen wenxue daxi. shiliao (Compendium of Chinese Literature in I Singapore and Malaysia) ,Singapore, 1979,pp88-I06. 
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I. 
and Federated Malay States, were under the rule of the British colonial governments. The British 
appointed headmen from among the Malayan Chinese, and later established a Chinese 
Protectorate as the intennediary between the government and the ethnic community. 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, increasing European investment in Southeast 
Asia offered Chinese an opportunity to escape the poverty and social unrest in Southern China. 
They arrived in wave after wave to try their luck in Nanyang. Many traveled through the ticket-
credit and kinship-based systems. 15 Victor Purcell has noted, "They were employed on the tin 
mines and ( in much smaller numbers) on the rubber estates, but were mostly urban, being 
engaged in trade, as artisans, or in the hundred and one occupations of urban society ." 16 In 
1929, 39% of the Malayan Chinese were reported to be working in agriculture, 23% in industry 
and mines, 25% in commerce, and 13% in other occupations)7 The Malayan Chinese were 
closely bound by three ties: kinship, dialect group, and regional association. These were all 
important in arranging their occupational as well as social structure. Ju-K'ang T'ien has given a 
detailed account of how heavily the Chinese rural economy in Sarawak hinged upon this 
framework of kinship.18 In Singapore, there was a clear-cut difference in occupation between 
the various dialect groups in the mid-nineteenth century. For example, the Fukienese were 
mainly agriculturalists, rice retailers porters, petty traders, boatmen, masons and sago 
manufacturers. The Teochew, on the other hand, were, in rural areas, gambir and pepper 
planters, agriculturalists and shopkeepers, and in ports and towns, rice and cloth retailers, 
fishermen, seamen, boatmen, and market vendors. 19 
Even in the economic sphere there is a divi sion of labour along racial lines. "Quoted from his 
Colonial Policy and Practise , Cambridge University Press, 1948, p304. Goh Cheng Teik 
points out that such is also the situation in colonial Malaya. See his Integration in a Plural 
Society: The Chinese in Malaysia, Singapore, 1978, p6. 
15. See Yen Ching rliwang, The Overseas Chinese and the 1911 Revolution, London, 1976, p4. 
I h.. See Victor Purcell, "The Chinese in Malaysia" in~, Melbourne, 1964, p 192. 
17 Gao Shiheng, Nanyang Lun ( Studies on Nanyang ), Shanghai, 1948, p254. 
18 Ju-K'ang T'ien, The Chinese of Sarawak, London, 1953, p45. 
19 Yen Ching Hwang, The Overseas Chinese and the 1911 Revolution, London, 1976, pp7-8. 
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CHAPTER II 
MALA Y AN CHINESE NEW LITERATURE ( 1920--1937 ) 
1. The Historical Background to the Emergence of the Literature 
The Malayan Chinese had lived in Nanyang for centuries before 1920. Consequently, 
why did the New Literature emerge at the turn of 1920s, instead of earlier or later? To answer 
this question, one must take into consideration the following factors. 
There is an old Chinese saying, "A good man would not go overseas to earn a living". 
This may derive from the traditional idea that while one's parents are still alive, one should not 
travel far, but stay at home to look after one's elders, and their graves following their death. 
Thus, most of the overseas Chinese going to Nanyang since the mid-nineteenth century, or 
even earlier, went as coolies or political refugees. 1 The majority of these were fleeing from 
economic difficulties in South China. For example, 663 out of 900 Chinese families who 
emigrated from China to Singapore between September 1934 and April 1935 gave this reason 
for their action.2 With such a background, most of the migrants were illiterate and, struggling 
to survive, few displayed much interest in literature. 
Only a minority of the Chinese arriving in Malaya attempted to settle there for ever. 
Instead, the usual goal was to make some money and then return to China. Literature would 
then seem a distraction from their main purpose, which was to spend every hour at work.3 
Furthermore, most of the Chinese men who went overseas left their families behind. Both 
tradition and government restrictions hindered the travel abroad of Chinese females. While there 
were some clear racial divisions between the Chinese and Malays, there were also cases of 
successful intermarriage. Especially in some remote areas, the long process of Chinese 
1 With regard to pol itical reasons, for example, when the Ming dynasty was replaced by the 
Qing in 1644, some anti-Qing Chinese fled overseas. Later, when the Tai ping Rebell ion 
collapsed in the 1860s, some defeated re bels or their relatives took refuge in N anyang . 
Then, foll owing the failure of the One Hundred Days' Reform and Boxer Ris ing at the end of 
the nineteenth century, the number of refugees to Southeast As ia increased even more. 
2.Yang Songnian, Xinma huawen wenxue lunji ( Papers on Chinese Literature in Singapore and 
Malaysia), Singapore, 1986 , pp2-3 . 
3 In the Malayan Chinese literary world, writers were not generally paid for their work until 
about 1934. 
1 1 
t 
assimilation produced favourable results. For example, an indigenous tribe called the Dusun in 
Borneo considers itself as descended from the Chinese.4 In such a situation, the Chinese would 
gradually abandon their own language in favour of the local dialect. 
At the tum of this century, some noted political refugees such as Kang Youwei (K'ang 
Yu-wei) 5 and Sun Yat-sen 6 took refuge in Nanyang. They were educated and erudite men, 
well positioned to promote a local literature. However, their attention was solely on politics and 
trying to win financial support for their respective political movements. Nonetheless, Kang 
Youwei's political activities in Malaya and Singapore did provide a significant impetus for the 
emergence of a peculiarly Malayan Chinese literature. Although this might have been an 
accidental by-product, the type of Chinese education he advocated and disseminated for his 
political purposes, simultaneously heightened the general level of literacy. This made it possible 
for more and more Malayan Chinese, especially those of the middle and lower classes, to read 
and write easily. 
Malaya provided a reliable revolutionary base for Sun Yat-sen, who paid frequent visits 
to the region from 1900 to 1905. He and his Tung Meng Hui organization (the forerunner of the 
Kuomintang or KMT), with a local branch personally established by Sun, received financial 
support from the Malayan Chinese'? After the successful revolution of 1911, the Chinese 
government took Malaya as a good place to test its policies overseas. In 1912, the Tung Meng 
Hui became a legitimate political party, the KMT, and the branch in Malaya followed suit. 8 The 
4. Liu Qiang, Po!ozhou yi pie (A Brief Introduction of Borneo), Singapore, 1966, p 12. Liu is a 
Malayan Chinese who spent twenty or thirty years teaching Chinese in Borneo. He gives 
numerous examples of in termarriage between the ind igenous people and Chinese from about 
the fifteenth century. These include both upper and lower classes. In some Malayan Chinese 
ficti on such as "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", there also seems to be no clear racial 
div isi on. 
5 Emperor Guangshu of the late Qing Dynasty supported a pol itical reform movement led by 
Kang Youwei from June11, 1898, for approximately one hundred days. It was killed in the 
cradle by the Dowager Empress Cisi on September 21 , 1898. Emperor Guangshu's movements 
were then restricted and Kang Youwei was forced to flee the country. Initially he escaped to 
Japan but was later pressed to leave and established a new base in Singapore. See Shu 
Fengceng, Zhongguo iindai shi 1840-1919, (The Modern History of China}, Shenyang, China, 
1983, pp 404-415. 
6 Sun Yat-sen took refuge in Nanyang from 1900 to 1905. See Purcell, The Chinese in Modern 
Malaya, Singapore, 1956, pp209-310. 
7. Ibid. 
8. Png Poh Seng, " The Kuomintang In Malaya" In K.G.Tregonning (ed), Papers on Mal~.a.n. 
History, Singapore, 1962, pp214. 
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main role of the KMT branches in Malaya was to keep the local Chinese united and in close 
touch with China.9 After the KMT was dissolved by President Yuan Shih-k'ai in 1913, many 
KMT members fled to Nanyang, among them Sun Yet-sen. 10 One result of all this political 
activity by Sun Yat-sen and his followers was the raising of nationalism ( one of Sun Yet-sen's 
Three Principles) among the Malayan Chinese, who then began to be more concerned with 
even ts in China. 
The adoption of a standardized pronunciation, Kuo Yu (the National Language), in 
1917 as the medium of instruction in all public schools in China11 was one of the most 
important steps towards Chinese nationalism. In January 1920, shortly after the May Fourth 
Movement began, the Minister of Education ordered that the spoken language replace the 
classical in the teaching of Chinese in primary school. 12 This was another major step on the 
road of language reform. Since the Malayan Chinese were still regarded as subjects of the 
government in Beijing, all these reforms were implemented in Malaya. They helped to develop 
Malayan Chinese literature among the increasingly educated population. After learning the 
National Language, students could read publications from China more easily. They were also 
trained to write in the colloquial style, and this helped to give their literature greater power and 
immediacy. 
Chinese education also benefited from an increasing number of Chinese women 
traveling overseas from the end of the 19th century. Thus, there were n10re purely Chinese 
families living in Malaya, maintaining their original culture and producing more children who 
went to Chinese schools. 
A1 though a large proportion of Chinese families preferred their children to be educated in 
Chinese, and the Revolution of 1911 had fostered this preference, facilities were poor and 
teachers hard to get. Consequently, the textbooks used in Malaya were printed exclusively in 
9. Ibid, pp214-215. 
10. Ibid, p218. 
11. Ibid, p218. China, especially in the areas along the southeast coast, has a great variety of 
local dialects. To unify the language, and foster nationalism, Mandarin, that is essentially 
the dialect of Beijing, was later defined as the national language. 
12. Victor Purcell, Chinese in Malaya, London, 1948, p227. 
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China 13 and virtually all of the teachers were recently-arrived native Chinese. 14 Such 
influences led to a re-assimilation of some more or less integrated Malayan Chinese into the 
renascent Chinese culture. 
At the same time, however, the situation in Malaya provided an incentive for Chinese to 
immigrate. From the eighteenth century, Chinese had been widely employed by the British in 
their colonial exploitation of Malaya. 15 In the 1920s, human lalx>ur was essential to meet the 
great demand for Malayan tin and rubber following World War I. The Malayan government did 
not restrict the movement of Chinese between China and Malaya until 1929 16. Transportation 
both to and within Malaya had greatly improved and more Chinese, some of them carrying the 
influence of the May Fourth Movement, flowed into the country. 
All these factors facilitated the influx of political and literary influences from China, thus 
leading to the emergence of Malayan Chinese New Literature. 
2. The Publication Background 
The fiction which constituted Malayan Chinese New Literature (1920-1937) appeared In 
supplements to newspapers. Only three collections of short stories and two novels were 
published in book form. 17 At this point, it would be useful to have a brief view of the Malayan 
Chinese publishing world before 1920. 
Hitherto, the Malayan Chinese had three kinds of education; education in English, in 
Malay, and in Chinese. As a result of this, Malayan Chinese publications at the turn of the 
century can be divided into three broad categories. Straits Chinese Magazine (1897-1907) was 
one major outlet for English language publication. It was under the editorship of Song Ong 
Siang and Lim Boon Keng, two successful, English-educated, Straits-born Chinese. The 
13 Ibid, p232. 
14 Ibid, p233. 
15 J.D.Vaughan, The Manners and Customs of the Chinese of the Straits Settlements, Singapore, 
1879, Rep., London, 1971, P 1. In this book, the author gives figures of 200,000 Malays, 
20,000 Klings and 150,000 Chinese in the Straits Settleemnts in the 1870s. He notes, "It is 
no exaggeration to say that to these [Chinese] to a great extent, may be attributed the 
wonderful progress and prosperity of Singapore." 
16. M.Freedman, Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, London, 1957, p24. 
17. Zao Rong, Xinma huawen wenxue daxi. shiliao (Compendium of Chinese Literature III 
Singapore and Malaysia), Singapore, 1979, p608. 
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magazIne provided a wide range of articles on diverse topics, and included some fiction. 18 
The second category, publication in Malay, started in 1892 with a translation of the Chinese 
classic Shamguo yangyi (or Sankuo yenyi, Chronicle of Three Kingdoms ), by Zheng 
Jingwen, a Straits-born Chinese. 19 Between the last two decades of the nineteenth century and 
the first two of the twentieth century, of the total publication in Malay, fully 7 % , that is 32 
works, was written in Baba Malay.20 
The third category included such Chinese-language magazines and newspapers as the 
Chashisu meiyue toncJizhuan (Chinese Monthly Magazine ), the first periodical in Chinese in 
Malaya, which started publication in 18 15 in Malacca. 21 From 1837 to 1920, there were about 
15 Chinese newspapers in Malaya and Singapore. Of these, perhaps the most important were 
Singapore News, Singapore Daily News, Penang News, Kuala Lumpur Daily, New People's 
Daily, and Commercial News of Nanyang. At the turn of the century, many of these 
newspapers served as a forum for debate between Qing loyalists and reformers, and later 
between reformers and republicans. They were all published in classical Chinese and had no 
literary supplement. However, they did provide some soil in which the Malayan Chinese New 
Literature might grow. 
According to Fang Xiu, it was not until December 1919, with the publication of 
"Thoughts at a Wedding Party" in New People's Magazine, the supplement to New People's 
Daily, that a new literature in vernacular Chinese was initiated in MaIaya.22 
3. The Development o/the Literature 
The May Fourth Movement advocated not only replacing classical Chinese with the 
vernacular, but also reforming the old China by the adop tion of modern European ideology 
18. l.R.Clammer, Straits Chinese Society, Singapore, 1980, p62. 
19. Mei ling, "Malaiwen de zhongguo xiaoshuo" ("Chinese Novels III Malay"), in Nanyang 
wenzhai, 1961, Vo1.2, p12. 
20. I.Proudfoot, "A Formative Period in Malay Book Publishing" in Journal of ' the Malayan 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 59, part 2, 1986, pI 04. 
21 Fang Xiu, Xinma wenxueshi lunji (Studies on the History of Chinese Literature in Singapore 
and Malaysia), Singapore and Hong Kong, 1986, p38. 
22. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), 
Singapore, 1973, Vol. 3, Introduction, p 1. 
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and science. The Movement was an unprecedented challenge to the powerful, long-lasting and 
deeply-rooted Chinese feudalist system. Its significance was far-reaching and its influence 
extended overseas to Malaya where some Chinese responded enthusiastically. 
Fang Xiu has divided the pre-war development of Malayan Chinese New Literature 
(1920-1937) into three periods:23 the Period of Sprouting (1920-1925); the period of Leafing 
(1926-1931) and the Period of Blight (1932-1936). 
In the Period of Sprouting, the most important supplements carrying New Literary works 
were Singapore News Club, part of Singapore News; New People's Magazine, supplement to 
New People's Daily. in Singapore; Profit Magazine, supplement to South Sea Commercial 
News in Singapore; and Guanghua Magazine, supplement to Guanghua Daily in Penang. 
There were also others like Appendix to the Singapore News and Literary Column, also parts 
of Singapore News, and, from 1924 on, Story World, Women's World, Drama World, 
Children's World and Poetry World, all supplements to New People's Daily. 
In this period, Malayan Chinese literature was neither productive nor did its writers 
achieve maturity in the new vernacular style. They also lacked a deep understanding of the 
May Fourth Movement spirit.24 Comparatively successful were two long stories, each of which 
contains more than twenty thousand Chinese characters. One, written by Lin Dubu and 
published intermittently in 1921 and 1922, actually consists of four related stories: "What is 
Brother Zhen Thinking", "Smile", "Two Youths" , and" Class Reunion". These stories are 
about the life of two Straits-born Chinese youths, who return to Singapore after finishing 
university in China. Each of these stories can be read separately, while together, they form a 
well-united whole. The other title, "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruits ", written by Li Xilang and 
published serially over several months from early 1925, gives a vivid and detailed description 
23. There are several different opinions among Malayan Chinese writers on this question. That 
of Fang Xiu is arguably clearer and more objective. 
24. In the period of the May Fourth Movement, there was a great variety of literary schools 
such as romanticism, . realism, pastoralism, sentimentalism, etc in China. The work which 
received wide recognition, such as that of Lu Xun, conveyed the spirit of the Movement. 
These writers achieved literary maturity by learn ing how to handle themes skilfu lly in 
their writings . However, there was no such maturation in Mal ayan Chinese writers during 
the period 1920 to 1925. This is perhaps one of the main reasons why "Wild Flowers and 
Bitter Fruit" published at this time, is not regarded by Fang Xiu as a successfully-written 
work. 
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of the miserable life of a coolie in West Borneo in the early colonial period. These supplements 
provided an arena in which stories written in the classical, the vernacular, or a mixture, co-
existed peacefully. The years from 1920 to 1925 saw a gradual decrease in the popularity of 
classical, and concomitant increase in vernacular fiction. For example, between 1920 and 
1922, forty or fifty percent of the stories published in New People's Magazine were written in 
the vernacular,25 and, by 1925, more than seventy percent of all literary supplements were In 
this style.26 
The years after 1926 saw Malayan Chinese New Literature growing and diversifying. 
From 1927 to early 1931 more than thirty literary supplements appeared in Singapore, Penang, 
and Kuala Lumpur.27 The short stories published in Coconut Grove, supplement to Singapore 
News, from June 17, 1929 to May 1, 1931, numbered one hundred and fourteen. All were in 
the vernacular style. 
From 1925 on, the style of writing became increasingly mature. For example, some 
pieces of fiction in the earlier period are either incomplete, poorly organized, or without 
punctuation. These deficiencies now began to disappear, and some authors started to try to 
embody the spirit of the May Fourth Movement in their work. Influenced by the example of 
China, a new vigorous fonn of proletarian literature emerged after 1927. This is evident in 
numerous well-written stories such as, "The Dimple is as Pleasant as the Ripples" by Zhong Shi 
(9.1929), "Blood and Tears" by Wei Cai ( ?1927), "The Story of the Red Creek" by Li Meizi 
(1.1930), "Grandpa Laduo" by Hai Dishan (6. 1930), and "The Chain of Life" by Lang Hua 
(3. 1930). These stories describe the miserable lives of the oppressed and exploited, and 
sharply expose the cruelty of the ruling class. At the same time, a variety of other smaller 
literary streams, such as romanticism, aestheticism, and literary criticism grew to prominence. 
Proletarian literature grew swiftly. However, it was restricted and suppressed by the colonial 
government because of its growing anti-colonial colour. In 1930, Nanyang Times in Penang 
25. Pang Xiu, Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New Literature 0920-1942), Translated 
by A.W. McDonald, Tokyo, 1977, p16. 
26. Ibid, pIS. 
27. Pang Xiu, Mahua wenxue shigao ( Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese Li terature), 
Singapore, 1979, Vol. 1, p70. 
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was banned for three months by the British government following its belated condemnation of 
the Massacre of Jinan;28 Guanghua Daily had the same fate when it published a special issue 
to mark "The Revolutionary May".29 Similarly, Singapore News was ordered to change some 
of its editors and staff because of its anti-colonial views.30 
However, while the decline of Malayan Chinese literature after 1931 is usually attributed 
either to "literary cases" in the courts or British suppression, there are other reasons which must 
also be taken into account. 
When the Republic of China was founded in 1912, re lation between the British colonial 
government in Malaya and the Chinese government, which included Sun Yat-sen, was good. On 
April 27 1913, the British Governor of Singapore attended a mass gathering to celebrate the 
fIrst anniversary of the foundation of the Republic of China.31 
However, after the Treaty of Versailles, Sun Yat-sen campaigned to abolish the unequal 
treaties imposed on China at Paris. On November 17 1924, as he was about to arrive in 
Shanghai, two English-owned newspapers in China published such slogans as "Do not allow 
Sun Yat-sen to enter Shanghai" and "Drive Sun Yat-sen out. "32 
After 1923, the CCP in Malaya was accepted into the KMT.33 Between that year and 
1927,34 the KMT and CCP combined to implement Sun's instructions in the region. As the 
28. In the spring of 1928, Chiang Kaishek launched the Northern Expedition to unite China 
under his control. Japan had rail way interest in Shang dong and despatched troops to 
protect these against Chiang's Revolutionary Army. A clash erupted between the two forces 
at Jinan, capital city of Shangdong, in May 1928. Japan made extraordinary demands in 
negotiations for a settlement and Chiang was unable to comply. Japan then dec ided a 
military solution was necessary to maintain its prestige. On 9-10 May, after clearing the 
outskirts, Japanese troops stormed Jinan and occupied the city on 11 May. Approximately 
5,000 Chinese casualties were reported. The Japanese did not withdraw until the follow ing 
March after Chiang had made major concessions. 
29. Each day of this month, a special issue was publ ished to mark a different revolutionary 
anniversary. For example, 1 May was International Workers' Day; 4 May the May Fourth 
Movement; and 9 May anti-Japanese Twenty-one demands. See, Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue 
lunjj (Studies on the History of Chinese Literature in Singapore and Malaya), Singapore, 
1986, p27. 
30. Ibid, p82. 
31. See Singzhou shinian ( Ten Years in Singapore ), Singapore, 1940, p997. 
32. Song Qinglin he Sun Yet-sen ( Song Qinglin and Sun Yat-sen ), Taipei, 1987, p72. 
33.Png Poh Seng, "The Kuomintang in Malaya" in K.O.Tregonning (ed), Papers on Malayan 
History. Singapore, 1962. pp219. 
34. In 1927, Jiang Jieshi ( Chiang Kai-shek ) seized the central power of the KMT and killed or 
arrested CCP members and sympathizers. 
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relationship between the Chinese government and the British colonial government in China 
worsened, so relations between the pro-China Malayan Chinese, most of whom were either 
KMT or CCP members, and the British colonial government accordingly turned worse. On 
March 12 1927, at a memorial meeting for Sun Yat-sen, who had died the year before, Chinese 
demonstrated and shouted anti-imperialist slogans. The British reacted aggressively, and six 
Chinese died while many were wounded.35 The KMT in Malaya prompted increasing anti-
British agitation, and its left wing leaders carried out strikes and disturbances.36 In February 
1930, the new governor, Sir Cecil Clementi, responded by banning the KMT in the Straits 
Settlements and in the Federated Malay States.37 
Thus, the decline of Malayan Chinese literature may be regarded as the result of widening 
conflict between the British colonial government and the KMT in Malaya and Singapore. Rather 
than a simple uncoordinated anti-colonial phenomenon, Malayan Chinese literature may have 
appeared to the British as a vehicle for KMT propaganda. 
From 1932, Malayan Chinese New Literature entered a period of depression,' in Fang 
Xiu's words, the Period of Blight. Most of the major publications and authors disappeared. 
However, some of the longer serving practicioners, most of whom adopted new pen-names, 
managed to keep the literature afloat. In addition, there were some new participants. More than 
ten major supplements survived, including Literary Weekly, Morning Star, and Myriad Stars 
of the Singapore Daily; Literature, Public Park and Southern Monthly of the Public Daily; 
Lion's Roar, Dawn Wind , and Literature and Cartoon Wind of the South-Sea Commercial 
World. It is significant that the only novels and collections of short stories in the pre-war era to 
be published in book form were all produced at this time.38 Consequently, there were signs of 
35. Shigeo Arai, " ~.:r ~ 'A ~ ~ Q} 764 t j~ ~ , 1925-1928" ( "The Development of 
Malayan Chinese Literature and the Poli tical Impact from China, 1925-1928 " ) in linb un 
R ansa, ( Tsu. 1985 ), p73. 
36. Png Poh Seng, "The Kuomintang in Malaya" in K.O.Tregonning (ed), Papers on Malayan 
Hi story . Singapore, 1962. pp221. 
37. Ibid. 
38. Three collections of short length fiction, Decli ne , Baba an d Nyonya, and Bread and Others 
were all published in 1934. One piece of middle length fic tion, Xiao Bo's Birthday, was 
published in 1934, and a full length novel, Thick Smoke. appeared in 1936. 
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progress even in an apparent period of decline.39 In this period, "suppression by the colonial 
government of literary activities kept increasing, never letting slip even a single literary 
magazine" 40 Under this pressure, many writers of proletarian literature lost their original 
political colour in the 1920s and began to "retreat into writing such insignificant things as 
humour, idle frivolity, or oily sophistication. Even those writers who had done prominent 
works in the Periods of Sprouting and Leafing such as Li Xilang and Zheng Shengti were no 
exception".41 This period of depression lasted until the beginning of 1937 when Malayan 
Chinese literature was greatly revived by the anti-Japanese movement. 
4. Several Characteristics o/the Literature 
One of the most important characteristics of the literature lies in the fact that, in the 
period under discussion, it was heavily influenced by, and closely related to, political and 
literary movements in China. However, the following three influences from China are worth 
special atten tion. 
The first was the May Fourth Movement. This was in large part responsible for the birth 
of Malayan Chinese New Literature. Its influence came by means of Chinese education, the 
influx of publications from China, as well as Chinese young intellectuals, such as the 
outstanding figure, Tan Yuanshan. In the May Fourth Movement, Tan was an early member of ~ 
the Literary Study Society,42 a group protesting foreign aggression and calling for an end to 
feudalism. He arrived in Nanyang in 1924, and edited Star Shine, a newspaper supplement 
from October, 1925. He worked for the reformation of Nanyang society and challenged 
traditional education. During his four-year stay in the region, he concentrated on writing poems 
and miscellaneous essays, which, as Fang Xiu commented, are "full of strength, boldly calling 
39. Literary work published in book form was, and is, generally regarded in China as being of 
a higher level than that published in newspapers. More detailed discussion will be gIven m 
Chapter VI concerning Thick Smoke by Lin Cantian. 
40. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue jianshi (A Brief History of Malayan Chinese Literature), Kuala 
Lumpur, 1986, pl09. 
41.Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compend ium of Malayan Chinese New Li terature) , 
Singapore, 1973., Vol.4. , Introduction, p 1. 
42 Fang Xiu, Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New Literature 0920-- 1942) 
( Translated by A.W. Mcdonald ), Tokyo, 1977, p57. 
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for new thought and new literature, and make scorching criticisms of the old society and the old 
norms and values. These essays were hard and sharp, probing into the darkness, arousing 
laughter and bitter anger in the minds of the readers. "43 
The second wave of influence came from the Massacre of May 30 1925.44 This also 
gave a powerful stimulus to Chinese literary development in Nanyang. 
Thirdly, the split between the KMT and the CCP in 1927 forced a large number of young 
intellectuals to take refuge in Malaya. They brought with them revolutionary fervour, as well as 
the spirit of the newly rising proletarian literary movement, which had emerged after the 
Massacre of May 30 and developed vigorously after 1927, under the leadership of the Creation 
Society.45 
This growth of Chinese influence in Malaya was strengthened by the mainland 
government's further attempts to retain the allegiance of overseas Chinese. In 1924, Sun Yat-
sen had established an Overseas Affairs Bureau to ensure that they received equal treatment in 
the territories where they resided. The Bureau was also intended to help overseas Chinese 
return to study in China, and to protect those with investments in the mainland. In order to 
make the Chinese in Malaya remain Chinese, the mainland government took a great interest in 
their education.46 
The impact of educational expansion on the development of Malayan Chinese literature 
can be sunnised from the following list: 
43. Ibid, pp57 -58. 
44. On April 15, 1925, Gu Zhenghong, head of a Workers' Union in Shanghai, was killed by 
Japanese police while negotiating with Japanese factor y managers. On May 30, 1925, 
workers and students launched a demonstrati on in Shanghai to protest this. 11 people were 
killed by the British authorities, 15 seriously inj ured, and 53 arrested. This is the famous 
Massacre of May 30. After this, there were all kinds of pol itical and literary activities to 
condemn the colonialis ts. 
45.The Creation Society, originally founded by Chinese students in 1921 in Japan, had its 
major publications in such big cities as Shanghai, Beijing and Canton . From 1921 to 1925, 
its focus was on the realization of individual ism . After 1925, it moved towards exposing 
the class conflict between rich and poor. Some of its leading figures and writers, influenced 
by Marxist-Leninism, put forward ideas about proletarian literature. For example, Yu Dafu 
published two articles in 1927 entitled "The Class Struggle in Literature" and " Proletarian 
Dictatorship and the Proletarian Literature". This literary society was very influential in 
the 1920s in Chi na, gathering many oustanding writers and producing abundent 
publications. It was banned by the KMT government in 1927 because of its political colour. 
46. Png Poh Seng, "The Kuomintang in Malaya" in K.G.Tregonning (ed), Papers on Malayan 
Hi story, Singapore, 1962, pp220. 
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CHINESE SCHOOLS, TEACHERS, STUDENTS IN MALAYA (1921 -1937 )47 
Year Schools Students Teachers 
1921 252 589 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------.--------------------------------
1923 391 1,360 
1925 643 33,662 1, 390 
1927 665 40,760 1,637 
1929 711 46,9 11 1, 900 
1931 657 39,662 1, 867 
1933 731 47,123 2,021 
1935 824 62,014 2, 730 
1937 933 79,993 3,415 
While the main external influence came from China, Malayan Chinese literature was so, 
directly or indirectly, influenced by the philosophy and literature of Europe, Japan and, to a 
lesser extent, that of India. 48 
As mentioned above, one of the main characteristics of the literature was that it appeared 
in supplements to newspapers, with the exception of three collections of short stories and two 
full-length novels. ( see note 1 in this chapter) 
47. Shigeo Arai, " --< -==7 ~ f A-. ~ ~ Q) 1t ~ t :1-( ~ , 1925- 1928" ("The 
Development of Malayan Chinese Literature and the Political Impact from China, 1925-
1928" ) in linbun Ronso , ( Tsu. 1985 ), p74. 
48. In the late 1920s, this influ ence was epitomized by the Creation Society menti oned above. 
Most of the well -known and influential writers in China, such as Yu Dafu, Guo Moyuo and Lu 
Xun were all returned students from Japan, and had begun writing th ere . The impact of 
modern Japanese literature on their work can be seen in Yu Dafu's Ch enlun . The Japanese 
contact with Malayan Chinese literature was indirect. In addition , important Malayan 
Chinese writers and promoters, such as Zheng Shenti, who had a close personal relationship 
with Gandhi, were concerned with trends in India. 
22 
All these literary supplements carried a great variety of work, including poetry, prose, 
fiction, drama, fable, different kinds of commentary, essays, and some translations. The 
following table is illustrative.49 
CONTENT OF PUBLICATIONS IN LITERARY SUPPLEMENTS 
supplement Issues poem fiction prose comment translation drama 
Desert Island 40 89 60 36 31 15 
Vast Wilderness 20 46 12 25 5 
Green Ripples 11 36 10 12 1 1 
Waterfall 35 38 28 20 5 6 3 
Lasting Sunlight 17 5 35 6 3 
Coconut Grove 406 180 139 370 136 5 2 
Literary Weekly 41 45 23 29 1 27 3 
/lUtvlJ.£t~ LUll We e f ~ 2 1 1 2 
-------_____ JZ _________ _ ~------- -------- ---------------_________________________________ __ __________ _____ _______ _ 
tvli-S icvtr~a.ae, 5 2 1 11 1 
----______ ____ ~:Jl __________ __ ________________ ___ ______ _______ ____ ___ ____________________ ___________________ ___ _ _ 
Country Blossom 38 7 17 25 9 3 4 
----- - --- ---------------------------- -------------------- --------------- ---------------------------- ------ -- ----
Falling Star 13 3 6 19 1 
~~-~ --~~::~----1-5~ ------------ -4-5--------:3i-----------1-6----- -- - --i()----- ---------13----------1-3-
--------------------------------------------------------------------- ------ ------------------------------- -- - ----
Most of the newspaper supplements did not last long.The following list shows the general 
si tuation between 1927 to 1931: (see the following page) 
49. These statistics come from Yang. Songnian and Zhou Weijie, Xjnj iapo zaoqi huawen baozhang 
wenyi fukan yanjiu 1927 -1930, (A Study on the Early Supplements to Chinese Newspapers 
of Singapore 1927-1930 ), Singapore, 1981, pp19-24. 
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STORIES PUBLISHED IN MAJOR SUPPLEMENTS OF SINGAPORE NEWSPAPERS 
(1927 -193 1) 
supplement newspaper duration Issues stories 
Huangdao Xinguomin ribao 1. 1927 --6. 1928 40 65 
Desert Island New People's Daily 17 months 
Liuyi 12.1927--10.1928 11 16 
Green Ripples " 10 months 
Pubu 12.1928--12.1930 35 57 
Waterfall " 24 months 
Changxu 5. 1929.--9. 1930. 16 7 
Lasting Sunlight " 16 months 
Yelin Lebao 6.1929.--1. 1931. 406 114 
Coconut Grove G j "Lj ~t'e.- JJttUJS- 20 months 
Huangdao 2. 1929.--9. 1929 15 7 
Desert Island " 7 months 
Liucan 29.11. 29-28.12. 29 5 1 
Miscarriage " 1 month 
Dianji 17.1.30-30.1. 30 2 1 
Laying Foundation " 0.5 month 
Honghuang Nanyang shangbao 8.1927---1 2. 1927 20 12 
Vast Wilderness 4 months 
Mant t:{()L.w 31.5.29-14.6.29 2 1 
'YrttaA"LboY'oUji-v uJe~~~ " 0.5 month 
Wenyizhoukan 1. 1929. ---6. 1929. 41 36 
Li terature W eekl y " 5 months 
Yep a Xingzhou ribao 1.1930---10. 1930 38 16 
Wild B l"OSSD~9 Singapore Daily 9 months 
Liuxing 4. 1930.---10. 1930 13 6 
-r-~~ stovr " 6 months 
Xinhanlu Minguo ribao 1. 1930.---1 2. 1930. 154 60 
New Channel 11 months 
(total) 14 795 399 
As can be seen from the above list, the average duration of the supplements was less than 
ten months. Few writers were able to live by writing alone and many gave up either for financial 
reasons or from political disappointment. Most of them wrote under pseudonyms which they 
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changed frequently. Such instability and flux are characteristic of Malayan Chinese literature 
when compared with the situation in China. The suppressive attitude adopted by the colonial 
government and the close scrutiny of newly-arrived students and intellectuals worked to restrict 
and inhibit the development of local Chinese literature. The supplements found it difficult to 
reach an audience. They were aimed at describing and serving the labouring people, but a 
majority of labourers were neither sufficiently literate nor had the money to enjoy them. 
Nearly all the writers, moreover, were amateurs. They did not normally receive remuneration 
until 1934, and some literary supplements were forced to pay for inclusion in a newspaper.50 
Therefore, it was rare for the supplements to endure. 
50. For example, Desert Is land, a well-run supplement, had to stop publication because it 
could not afford the fee for inclusion In New People's Daily, 
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CHAPTER III 
APPROACHES TO LOCAL COLOUR 
IN MALAYAN CHINESE LITERATURE 
As stated in Chapter 1, the term "local colour",l was very commonly, but rather 
loosely, used in Malayan Chinese literature during the years 1920-37. In this thesis, it is my 
attempt to raise a new approach. To show the difference between "local colour" as used in the 
period under discussion, and my new approach, I will fIrst provide an introduction of how 
"local colour" in Malayan Chinese literature was advocated, demonstrated, and debated, then 
and after. Using three pieces of Malayan Chinese fiction as examples, I will then illustrate the 
definition in Chapters IV, V, and VI respectively. 
1. Advocating "Local Colour" 
According to Fang Xiu, the term "local colour" was first used by Zhang Jinyan2 in his 
essay "Nanyang and Literature", published in Desert Island in 1927. In this, he wrote: " It 
is a great regret that so far there is no presentable literary work to describe how we have been 
struggling in Nanyang for survival..... One who does not believe what I say may look at 
paintings done by students of all schools to see how many pictures contain Nanyang colour ?3 
.... We must try hard to describe our life in Nanyang, to describe it boldly. If we can do so, 
Nanyang literature will shine with dazzling splendour. "4 
1. It should be pointed out that , in Mala yan Chinese literature (1920-1937), many different 
terms such as "N anyan g literature", "local li terature", "literature with N anyang colour" , 
"literature with local colour", "literature of Nanyang", etc, rough ly refer to the same thing: 
one kind of literature describing local life in Nanyang and thus having its distinctiveness. 
In this thesis, th e term "local colour" (with quotation marks) refers to the general 
definition given by Mal ayan Chinese writers, which roughly refers to a Chinese literature 
describing local life in Nanyang while the term "local colour" (without quotation mark) 
referes to my understanding: how Malayan Chinese reacted to local life, with my focus on 
both Malayan Chinese wri ters and the characters described by them. 
2. Zhang Jinyan ( 1901-1981 ), born in Nanyang, an active advocate of literature with "local 
colour", was one of the most prolific writers in Malayan Chinese literature in the 1920s. 
3. In Chinese, " ~-:t " ( literature ) can include fine arts, music, dance, etc. Here, "Nan yang 
colour" and "local colour" have the same meaning. See the beginning of this chapter and 
Note 1 of this chapter. 
4. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), 
Singapore, 1973, Vol. 1, pp 119-121. 
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In the period between 1927 and 1931, when Malayan Chinese literature flourished, some 
writers published essays to advocate the development of literature with "local colour" in 
newspaper supplements such as Desert Islands, Lichee,5 Vast Wildness and Coconut Grove. 
Their viewpoints can be summarized as follows. 
Firstly, those who concerned themselves with politics and had experienced the May 
Fourth Movement of 1919, the Massacre of May 30 1925, or the political conflict between the 
CCP and the KMT, retained a radical spirit when they arrived Nanyang. They expressed their 
dissatisfaction with the reality of society whether in China or in Nanyang. For example, 
Huang Seng wrote,6 
"I always hold that Chinese culture has remained undeveloped since its golden 
age at the end of Zhou dynasty [ c. 11th century to 256 B.C.]. Actually, it has not 
made any progress since the Zhou and the Qin dynasties [ 221-206 B.C ] .... Since 
a very early time, freedom in academic research has been buried in the malicious 
conception of worshipping Confucius ..... this has led to the stage where the 
Chinese cannot resist foreign invasion and defend themselves .... 7 
Has anyone in contemporary China who has received a bit of so-called 
education, escaped falling into the abyss of despair? .... Civilization throughout the 
world is making continuous progress; only Chinese society stops and remains 
motionless.8 
The Chinese community in Nanyang has naturally lagged behind. The fact 
has become clear that millions of poor Chinese have shed their blood to make a 
ring of red diamond for the rich. Numbers of pitiful Chinese are living a meaningless 
life in ignorance, sharing leftovers. Recently, entire families are unemployed. 
Hopelessness and anxiety fill their hearts, even while they dress up to walk 
outside. "9 
5. April, 1927-- November, 1929. Weekly. 91 numbers published. Supplement to the Nanyang 
Times in Penang. 
6. China born, Huang Sheng was one of the active Malayan Chinese wri ters in the late 1920s. 
7. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), 
Singapore, 1973, Vol., p 132. 
8. Ibid, p135. 
9. Ibid, P 137. 
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Writers were also dissatisfied with the state of literary publication. Another writer, Si Shi, 
noted, "Now Malayan Chinese literature is sprouting .... However, eight or nine out of ten 
works are about playing games, religious service, rice bowl [jobs], sundry duties, 
advertisements, hurling abuse, telling lies, .... " 10 
Some writers began to consider themselves as belonging more to the local region than to 
China. For example, Zhang Jinyan, claimed that " .... the impact of N anyang colour upon me 
is already more than that of the Five [Chinese] Classics; the coconut milk I have drunk here is 
already more than what I have drunk from the water brought under control by Dayu .... "ll 
Moreover, some authors pointed out the urgent necessity of building up a local 
literature. Chen Lianqing, chief editor of Coconut Grove, explained in his "Editor's Note" on 
June 24, 1930 : 
"Ideologically, I have been under a certain pressure recently .... I am dreaming 
of creating a kind of Nanyang culture; firstly, we should press for academic research 
in Nanyang and a local literature .... 
The Chinese have been here to open up the land for several hundred years. 
However, they have been busy with their abacuses and account books all day long 
and think very little of creating any special culture. Let us look at North America. 
Its history of opening up the land is almost as long as ours. Yet, they have already 
created a specific kind of American culture. It is my hope that all those who are 
looking forward to the sprouting of Nanyang culture will make efforts to speed it 
up, and make even greater efforts to encourage its leafing and blossoming." 
All of these writers held that there should be a literature distinctive from that in China 
because of the difference in natural scenery and social reality. For example, a little known 
writer, Ru Feng, struggled to indicate the individuality which the literature had as a result of the 
region's natural surroundings, music and songs, even food, which created biological, physical 
and psychological differences between Chinese and Malays: 
10. Ibid, p122. 
11. Dayu is a hero in ancient China who brought r ivers under control to rescue people from 
flood . Here, the river brought under control by Dayu refers to the rivers in China, that IS, 
the lifeblood of China. 
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" .... As for the decisive factors of how an author works, the following ones 
at least are relevant: ethnicity, geography, his times, social system, living 
circumstances .... 
.... Since Malayan Chinese literature is one branch of literature, its fonnation 
and relative background of course are no exception to this general rule. Look here 
at the bare-foot women in loose dresses. Listen to the wind in a coconut grove. 
The manner of the Malays is like Yang Gueifei, 'delicately pretty with the support 
of her maid',12 and this society embraces freedom and indulgence. Also, there is 
no winter; people grow quickly; and get excited easily. Even teen-age girls enter 
into love affairs. All the sentimental music, touching songs and pepper infuse 
more physical excitement .... This is a people who are rich in feeling." 13 
Although there were strong advocates of literature with local colour, there seemed to be no 
guiding ideas and systematic theories to bring it about. No one gave a clear defmition of such a 
literature with local colour, nor fully discussed how it should be built up. For some time it was 
only superficially understood by such writers as Chen Lianqing14 as describing the actual 
appearance of Nanyang: its natural scenery, the physical attributes of its people, their style of 
dressing, living customs, and the look of the countryside and cities. Simpler definitions rested 
solely on some aspects of the natural and social appearance of Nanyang. 
More deeply, however, local toLou.,r was regarded by some Malayan Chinese writers as 
the expression of real insight into the local social life, the political structure, economic situation, 
class conflicts, educational and ideological trends, social problems and so on. For example, Tao 
Tao gave his opinion in April 1930: "Nanyang literature should be, in its posi tive aspect, a 
literature about the organized reform of the poor labouring people of all racial origins; and, in its 
negative aspect, a literature of anti-feudali sm, exposing social darkness." 15 From about 
12. This is from a famous poem by Li Bai in the Tang Dynasty entitled Chan g hen ge which 
describes the delicacy of Yang Gueifei (an imperial concubine in the Tang dynasty). It is 
used metaphorically to indicate the sexual attraction of the local people. The women in old 
China were traditionally taught that they " should not reveal their feet when walking. or 
show their teeth when smiling". In comparison, the Malay women appear more sexuall y 
attr acti ve . 
13. Fang Xiu. Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature). 
Singapore. 1973, Vol. 1, 143. 
14. For details, see discussion about Coconut Grove later in this chapter. 
15. Fang Xiu, Mahua wenxue sh igao (Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese Literature), 
Singapore, 1979, Vol. 1, p311. 
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1927 to 1931, " local colour", or" Nanyang colour ", was frequently used to call for the 
construction of "an iron tower of Nanyang literature with blood and sweat" as put forward by 
Zeng Shengti,16 editor of Literary Weekly, in 1929. Nonetheless, it is fair to say that the 
general conception of Nanyang literature, however it was tenned, remained vague and ill-
defmed. 
From March to May 1934, there was the ftrst ever public debate on " literature with local 
colour" .17 Qiu Shizhen (pen-name Fei Ming) was the prime mover of the debate after 
publishing an article entitled" On Local Writers". In his article, he claimed that" .... we should 
ensure that there is a Chinese literature in Malaya, proouced by the Chinese writers who were 
born or are residing here." 18 He proposed the task of these writers saying," .... they should 
be organized and unite frrmly to work in a down-to-earth manner in Malaya, to share the 
common social tasks, to promote Malayan Chinese literature, whether in magazine or book 
form, carefully introducing literary prooucts and theories both from China and abroad. This is 
in addition to working hard to produce local literature. They should also report news in the 
literary fteld. "19 This definition of local writers, however, was criticized as "un-scientific" and 
the 14 writers he listed as " local" were deemed un-representative with the exception of Wang 
Badan.20 Some rose in defence of Qiu Shizhen, thus prolonging the debate to nearly three 
months. While it ended inconclusively, as Fang Xiu pointed out, "Qiu Shizhen .... made an 
unintentional contribution. In his essay, 'On Local Writers', which led to this debate, he 
introduced the idea of 'Malayan local literature', that is to say, a literature based on the 
16. Born in China, Zeng Shengti (1901-1982 ) came to Nanyang in 1922. 
17. The other two debates were in 1948 and 1956 respectively. 
18. Fang Xiu, Mahua wenxue shigao (Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese Literature), 
Singapore, 1979, Vo1.2, p155. 
19. Ibid, p156. 
20. In the 1920s and 1930s, the term "science" and "scientific" were still new and fashionable 
among young Chinese intellectuals, but meant li ttle more than " incorrect ". In this debate, 
the 14 local writers listed by Qiu Shizhen were thought unrepresentative except for Wang 
Badan. The real local writers, such as Haidishan, author of "Grandpa Laduo" (discussed in 
Chapter VI), locally born and locally raised, were not included, so his definition was 
criticized as "un-scientific". 
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geographical region of 'Malaya' [rather than the broader Nanyang]." Fang's research shows 
that this was the fIrst appearance in Malayan Chinese literature of the word" Malaya.21 
2. The Development of II Local Colour II 
It should be pointed out that, "local colour" ---the description of the local life of 
Nanyang, as roughly defined by most Malayan Chinese writers--- underlies Malayan Chinese 
literature throughout the whole of this period. It does , however, take different forms at 
different stages, mainly as a result of external influence and some internal factors. 
The development of local colour can be broadly divided into three stages: 1920--1926, 
1927 --mid-1931, and mid-1931--1936. There follows an explanation of how local colour was 
manifested in each stage, and the causes behind its development. 
A ) The First Stage ( 1920--1926 ) 
The first stage started in 1920 with the publication of a piece of what Fang Xiu called 
" fiction in embryonic form",22 and ended with the appearance of Desert Island, a supplement 
advocating for the first time the creation of literature with local colour. In this stage, as a result of 
influences from the May Fourth Movement in China, some Malayan Chinese writers began to 
write aoout whatever they liked in colloquial Chinese. This was a stage of natural development in 
the literature. The content of the fiction published in this stage and selected in Fang Xiu's Mahua 
xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature) tended to focus on four 
main themes: 1) discussion aoout marriage, such as: the need for a husband and wife in a good 
marriage to be equal in family life and share weal and woe; what kind of marriage is ideal and 
whether an unhappy couple should get divorced; 2) the bitter life of coolies and prostitutes; 3) 
the life of students in middle class families; 4 ) the clash between Chinese and indigenous 
cultures in the settlement of Chinese newly arrived in the region. 
21. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue jianshi (A Brief History of Malayan Chinese Literature), Kuala 
Lumpur, 1986, p 134. 
22. See Note 22 in Chapter II on page ] 5'. 
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The setting of those stories which have survived is unclear. It could be China or Nanyang, 
so they do not evidence much "local colour". The exceptions are the four pieces of related fiction 
by Lin Dubu,23 and "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" by Li Xilang. 
Little information is available about Lin Dubu. These four pieces of fiction by him, 
published intermittently from June 1921 to September 1922, are entitled: "What is Brother Zhen 
Thinking?", " Smile", "Two Young People", and" Class Reunion " respectively. The main 
characters of the stories are two locally born Chinese students who have returned to Singapore 
after finishing university in China. Through description of their lives and those of their families , 
relatives and friends , the stories attempt to reveal the outlook of a young generation of locally 
born Chinese, in tenns of how they should deal with study, love, and marriage. They were 
written with some didactic purpose. For example, "Class Reunion" describes how a young 
man, suffering deep depression because of his failure in love, recovers himself by immersion in 
fine arts. The author implies that young people may assuage their romantic disappointment and 
rebuild their spirit by turn ing to something else which might interest them, instead of being 
depressed. These stories have Singapore as their setting. However, li ttle of the content is 
characteristic of local Chinese life. We are simply told that the main characters are locally 
born, and there is some description of the natural scenery in Singapore. 
Among the fiction written during this stage, "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", a middle 
length story by Li Xilang, published serially in 1925, may be regarded as the most successful 
example of fiction with local colour. Through its vivid and detailed description of the social 
life of Malayan Chinese and the Malays in Borneo, and the life of local Chinese coolies, it 
sheds light on the reaction of Chinese arriving in the Nanyang region from China in the early 
years of this century. Its importance is such that this story will be discussed separately in 
Chapter IV. 
In this stage, one literary supplement named Star Shine24 is worth mentioning as it drew 
the attention of Malayan Chinese writers to the local life in order to achieve social refonn. Tan 
23. Only three of these four are in Fang Xiu's Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan 
Chinese New Literature). "What is Brother Zhen Thinking ?" is omitted. 
24 .0 ctober 1925 --September 1926. First semi-weekl y and then weekly. 84 numbers. 
Supplement to Singapore News . 
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Yuanshan, the first chief editor,25 may be regarded as the earliest, most active and vigorous 
advocate at this stage of comprehensive reform of local society, including its literature. Tan had 
been an active member of the Literary Society in China26, one of the major reformist literary 
associations, and had brought with him a strong sense of the May Fourth spirit when he 
arrived in Singapore in 1924. In the inaugural issue, he set forth the overall goals and 
attitudes of the magazine as follows: "The objective of this magazine is to enhance the progress 
of culture and promote social reform among Chinese in Nanyang. The attitude of this magazine 
is to placate and reform, and not to indulge in invective and slander. The content will include the 
four categories of literature, research, education and miscellaneous talk. "27 Later, in the flrst 
issue edited by Zhou Jun, Star Shine published an essay entitled" The Future Editorial Position 
of This Magazine". This emphasized the duty of the supplement to sweep away the old and to 
forge a bright new direction. It pointed out: 
" N anyang society is sick, sunk in indolence, stagnant, numb, and unfeeling. 
Perhaps we homeless wanderers would feel malaise in any place or time, but this 
sick society we find particularly dreadful. .... 
With society so dark, with thinking so closed off, with literature so 
depraved, how can we not feel desperation? How can we fail to shout' Clear the 
air, clear the air ! ' , Give us light, give us light !' .... 
Henceforth we will continue to take a critical attitude .... to reform local 
society and rectify its thought; we want to create a new literary arena for the region, 
to drive away the old powers of darkness and make room for a new age of light. .... 
The rooster crows. The battle between light and darkness will soon be 
joined. Friends who love the light, come and join us in Star Shine ! "28 
25. From the first to the forty-fourth issue, Tan Yuanshan was the chief editor of Star Shine; 
from the forty-fifth to the eighty-fourth issue, Zhou Jun was the chief editor. 
26. Founded in January 1921 in Beijing, the Literary Society is one of the ear liest major 
literary association carrying out the spiri t of the May Fourth Movement of 1919. 
27. Fang Xiu, Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New Literature ( 1920- 1942) 
( Translated by A.W.McDonald ), Tokyo, 1977, p29. 
28. Ibid, p32. 
33 
Star Shine does not seem to have produced any significant work with local colour,29 it 
did play an important role in the development of this. It vigorously attempted to draw the 
attention of Malayan Chinese to the reform of local society and the creation of a new literature, 
and thus to create some ideological foundation for Malayan Chinese writers to focus on local 
life. 
B ) The Second Stage ( 1927-- mid-1931) 
The second stage of the development of local colour started with the publication in 1927 of 
Desert Island, the fIrst literary supplement put forward the concrete term "Nanyang Colour" ( 
local colour ), and directly push for the creation of literature with local colour. This second 
stage ended when the British government orderedPublic Garden, supplement to Nationalist 
Daily, to cease publication in 1931.30 
In this stage, proletarian literature fostered the growth of local colour. The proletarian 
writers oberved human society from the perspective of the Marxist-Leninist theory of class 
struggle; that is, the basic struggle between exploiter and the exploitet{ with the middle class in 
between)l This theory holds that colonial rule is the root of all inequality, unfairness and 
crime in a colonial society, and is the direct cause of misery among the labouring people. 
During this period, many Malayan Chinese writers were brought into the orbit of 
proletarian literature, and this resulted in a new, vigorous literary movement. This may be 
attributed to two factors: the internal growth of anti- British sentiment as stated in 
Chapter n32 external influence from the proletarian literary movement in China headed by the 
Creation Society. If tracing farther, it was also indirectly influenced by the proletarian literary 
movement ( 1921-1934) in Japan33 . In the late 1920s in China, the term "proletarian 
29. The only piece of fiction published in Star Shine and selected in Fang Xiu's Ma h u a 
xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature) is "Division 
Commander", but this is set in China. 
30. According to Fang Xiu, Public Garden was the last literary supplement publishing work 
with anti-colonial colour. It was ordered to cease publication in November 1931. 
31. These class societies include: society based on slavery; feudal society and capi talist 
society. According to this theory, colonial society is the last stage of capitalist society. 
32. See "3. The Development of the Literature" in Chapter II, pp 18-19. 
33. For the proletarian literary movement in Japan, see G. T. Shea, Leftwing Literature In 
Japan : A Brief History of the Proletarian Literary Movement, Tokyo, 1964,pp169-275. The 
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literature" had been used by leading writers such as Yu Dafu, one of the founders of the 
Creation Society. In his essay" Proletariat and Proletarian Literature" published on February 
1,1927, Yu Dafu said: " " ... .1 dare to conclude that the true proletarian literature must be created 
by the proletariat itself; and the time when this creation succeeds must be the time when the 
proletarian dictatorship is realized. "34 
As mentioned in Chapter II, the period from 1927 to early 1931, with more than thirty 
literary supplements appearing in Singapore, Penang and Kuala Lumpur, was the most active 
period of publication of Malayan Chinese literature. In retrospect, the years between January 
1927 and December 1928 may be considered as preparatory to the emergence of a fully 
proletarian literature. The two newspaper supplements taking the lead in advocating a literature 
with local colour at this stage were Desert Island and Lichee. 
Although calling on Malayan Chinese writers to describe the long struggle of Chinese in 
the region, Desert Island did not produce much fiction of significance. For example, 
"Bachelor", published in March 1927, was written by Zhu Fayu, chief editor of the supplement 
and an advocate of literature with local colour. The story describes a young male school teacher 
with a sense of inferiority as a result of having grown up as an orphan dependent on one of his 
relatives. With no-one to arrange his marriage,35 he declares that he will be a bachelor all his 
life. Suddenly, without giving any reason, he becomes hostile to women and makes up his 
mind to take revenge in brothels. However, he withdraws from th entrance of a brothel when 
he recalls that his father died of venereal disease. 
A young man as described in this piece of fiction might really exist in Malaya. Malaya, 
however, does not have a monopoly on young men of such character. Therefore, it is not a 
good example of the local colour advocated by its author. The other supplement of this kind, 
Malayan Chinese proletarian literature was directly influenced by the revolutionary 
literary movement in China , which was in turn influenced by Japanese proletarian 
literature. Consequently, Malayan Chinese literature was ind irectly but not un importantly 
influenced by the proletarian literary movement in Japan. 
34. Rao Hongjing. Chuang zaoshe ziliao ( Materials on the Creation Society). Shanghai, 1985, 
p148. 
35, Most Malayan Chinese young people at that time had the ir marriages arranged by parents 
or relatives. As this young man's parents have passed away, and his re latives show no 
concern for him, · he has some difficulty with his marriage. 
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Lichee, produced comparatively more work displaying local colour. "Taking a Boat", published 
in December 1927, is an example. 
"Taking a Boat"36 was written in a romantic style and shows a rich imagination. It 
attempts to portray the indigenous people37 as so sensitive to Western colonialism thatJhey 
reject all foreign elements. Interestingly, Confucius is the main character in this story, which 
can be summarized as follows: 
Confucius leaves the land of Lu State,38 with a package of his abstruse 
philosophy to visit a former student engaged in a silk business in Nanyang. 
Confucius hopes he will get help to earn a new living. Two students go with him. 
One of them, Chong You, writes on his rice bag his initials as" C. Y.", in the 
Western style. In the customs office, the official does not understand the content and 
usage of the books about Confucianism and refers to them as " account books". 
Later, finding the initials" C.Y." on the rice bag, he shouts angrily:" What did 
you write on your rice bag ? What is your nationality? Leave this land now!" 
(p 188) Then he turns to ask the name of Confucius's other student. When hearing 
the student's name is "Gong Sichi ", he says immediately: "Si (West)! Your are no 
good ei ther. Scram! " (p 188) Eventually, only Confucius is allowed to stay. 
This story reflects the writer's perception of how the indigenous people look at Chinese 
culture: Confucianism, the backbone of Chinese traditional culture, is regarded as nothing 
more than accounting, a view perhaps based on the fact that many Chinese appeared to be 
concerned only with commercial activities. Apart from this, anything assumed to relate to 
Westerners, such as the way of using initials "C. Y.", or the name containing the character" Si 
" (West), is considered sufficient reason why they should not be allowed to enter the state. In 
this sense, the Chinese are mistreated just because they are regarded as Westerners by the 
indigenous people who detest European colonialists. Despite its romantic style, this story 
36. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi ( Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Li terature) , 
Singapore, 1973, Vol. 3, pp 184-189. 
37. The indigenous people are said to live in " Island S". According to Fang Xiu, this perhaps 
refers to Sumatra. 
38 . Lu is the nation where Confucius worked as a Court consul tant in ancient China. 
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conveys a Malayan Chinese writer's thoughts of the local colonial reality, and so displays a 
greater sense of local colour than "Bachelor" mentioned above. 
Another work published in March 1928 in Lichee, entitled "Yunan and Danmi",39 
describes racial conflict in colonial society : 
" Yunan and Danmi" concerns the pure friendship between a European boy 
and a brown skinned boy which is disin tegrated by the barrier of racial 
discrimination. Yunan, the European boy, is strictly forbidden by his father to play 
with Danmi. The father says, " Danmi belongs to a shameful, humiliated and weak 
people", " his father is a slave, he will at best become a slave when he grows up", 
therefore, "to play with him is beneath your dignity "[ p192]. However, Yunan 
likes Danmi very much and often tries to play with him behind his father's back. 
Danmi's father is a servant of an English doctor. When becoming drunk:, he is often 
badly beaten and kicked by his employer. On such occasions, Yunan would ask 
Danmi: " In my family, I, as a child, am allowed to take wine. Why is your father 
not allowed to drink ? " (p191). 
Only three pages long, the story still explores the question of racial discrimination and 
also shows the unfairness of colonial society, from a European boy's perceptive, over such a 
small thing as who is, and who is not, allowed to drink: wine. 
From these two stories, we can gain some insight into the influence of proletarian literature 
upon local colour: while dealing with local people and local areas in their fiction, some Malayan 
Chinese writers began to pay attention to the conflict between Western colonialists and the 
indigenous people. In this period, however, criticism of class conflicts was much weaker than in 
the period from 1929 to the end of 1931, the peak period in which local colour emerged as 
proletarian literature. 
According to Fang Xiu , the Malayan Chinese proletarian literary movement was fonnally 
launched in 1929 by such as Luo Yifu, Li Meizi, and Chen Lainqing in the pages of Coconut 
Grove and Laying the Foundation. By 1930, the theme had been taken up and advanced to new 
39. Fang Xiu, M:..:..:..=a.:...,:.!hu=a"--..c:x~i n:..:..:w'-l<.e.<...:::nxu=e_->:d,"-,,,a=Xl<--· 
Singapore, 1973, Vol. 3, pp190-193. 
(Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), 
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heights by Pan Yihong, Ya Meng and others writing in Coconut Grove, and by Tao Tao, You 
You, and others appearing in Country Blossoms. From early 1929 to the end of 1930 alone, 
about twenty literary supplements carrying one level or another of proletarian literature appeared 
In Singapore, Penang and Kuala Lumpur.40 
This development of proletarian literature spurred a similar development of local colour. 
Under the influence of the Marxist-Leninist theory of class struggle, some Malayan Chinese 
writers began to shift the focus of their writing onto local society and seek to expose the class 
conflicts. They attempted to experience the lives and feelings of the labouring people and to 
examIne social reality, thus bringing the literature with local colour to a new and most 
productive stage. In this period, a great quantity of proletarian literary work appeared 
demonstating local colour. An excellent example is "Grandpa Laduo", published in Coconut 
Grove in June 1930. It conveys a locally-born Malayan Chinese writer's perception of colonial 
society. Equally as important as " Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", it will be discussed 
separately in Chapter V. 
One of the supplements which demonstrated the integration of local colour and the themes 
of proletarian literature was Laying the Foundation. It lasted only two issues in January 1930. 
In the fIrst issue, Li Meizi, its chief editor, published a historical tale entitled "The Story of 
the Red Creek".41 It was based on a true historical story, the Massacre of Batavia, which can 
be summarized as follows: 
After the failure of the Taiping Rebellion,42 many of the defeated had to 
take refuge overseas. Some of them came to Batavia, where, at the beginning, they 
found everything strange and often felt homesick. Gradually, " time passed and 
they not only got used to, but also began to admire those half-naked women in 
Java, whom they initially regarded as offending public decency. As the language 
became familiar, they felt closer to those brown-skinned, strange-looking-bearded 
40. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue jianshi ( A Brief History of Malayan Chinese Literature), 
Kuala Lumpur~ 1986, p70. 
41. See Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New 
Literature), Singapore, 1973, Vol. 3, pp 264-268 . 
42. Here there is a mistake in chronology: the Massacre of Batavia, in which about 10,000 
Chinese were killed by the Dutch colonialists, took place in 1740; while the Taiping 
Rebellion happened between 1852 and 1864. 
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indigenous people with long scarves around their heads. At the beginning, the 
indigenous people bowed deeply to them, regarding them as their administrators. 
However, they soon found the Chinese are in the same position as they, when 
they see the iron hammer of Dutch rule falling equally on Chinese heads. 
Therefore, the "respect" the indigenous people paid to the Chinese has changed into 
sincere friendship." (p266 ) They have become good friends, "spending nearly all 
of their spare time discussing how to survive and encouraging each other". (p266) 
Their evil luck begins when the local administrators receive an official letter 
from the Court of China which denies that the Chinese are its subjects. One night, 
finding themselves in a critical situation, the cleverest of the Chinese gathers all his 
friends, both Chinese and indigenous, to discuss how to find a way-out to 
survival. Just then, " the police whistle came, .... the people, unprepared and 
unanned, struggled with the iron hammer of the police, human muscle and iron 
mixed up with each other". ( p268 ) At last, "the hot blood flowed to the creek and 
dyed the water in it. The creek remained red for more than three days." "From then 
on, every survivor retains a tragic impression of the scene but nobody mentions it 
again. In this way, the story has been long buried, but now, when times have 
changed, it is unearthed and is slowly producing repercussions in the minds of 
many people." ( p268) 
This story, based on true local facts, purposely stimulates anti-colonial agitation by 
reminding readers of the Massacre, thus strikingly demonstrating both local colour and the 
character of proletarian literature. 
Another example is "Grave of Five Brothers ".43 Through characterization of five 
staunch, unyielding and honest Chinese coolies in a tobacco plantation, it exposes the strong 
class conflict between the coolies and and their headman. The story goes as follows: 
" Around the lazy waist of the earth, in the equator scorched by heat and light 
there are Chinese Pigs grubbing all the time. China produces countless Pigs, by 
way of either an elder brother selling his younger brother or a father selling his son. 
They come from a place where real dragons appear to this lazy waist of the earth, 
farther away from China than the heavens, because they cannot feed themselves. 
Their general name is Chinese Pigs." ( p530) "They are forced by the order of 
their Taokay -- the wealthy in the tropical country--- to crawl around the tobacco 
43. See Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New 
Literature), Singapore, 1973, Vol. 3, pp530-535. 
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plantation, ... ". ( p530) "The residence for the Pigs [is]. ... an animal lair, built 
from several reed leaves, so small that it only allows you to move around inside by 
bending your back." ( p530 ) The result is that "The wealthy in the tropical country 
pull out the gold from the tobacco leaves on top of the Pigs' heads .... Apart from 
making the Pigs grub in the tobacco leaves, the wealthy amuse themselves by seeing 
how the Pigs die, pouring sufferings on them without remorse." (pp 530- 531) 
Unable to bear such treatment any longer, one night, five Pigs abruptly kill one 
of the wealthy. The Chinese Sultan comes to see what has happened. The five Pigs 
confess they have killed the man and are taken to the Court. In the Court, the Justice 
asks their identities. The five Pigs answer in one voice: "[We] are the Chinese Pigs 
who killed the villain in the tobacco plantation. He bullied us so much that we could 
not stand it any longer. To kill him was our only hope, for we needed to rest." The 
Justice shouts: "Ruffians! Are you really the brutal murderers? Do you know you 
will pay with your own lives for this deed?" The Pigs shout in one voice: " Yes. 
We are the ones. None of us spared a hand in [the murder]. His death is our 
comfort and happiness, even though we will pay for it with our lives." They are 
then put into prison. The Chinese Sultan comes, urging them : " .... one of your 
lives is payment enough. You five are full of life and hope; one sacrifice is enough." 
The Pigs answer: " .... we are brothers; our meeting place is Yellow Spring.44" 
The five Pigs are hanged. 
Such examples show how local colour was integrated with proletarian literature. In the 
proletarian literary movement, as a result of the internal growth of anti-colonial sentiments and 
the external influence of the revolutionary literary movement in China, some Malayan Chinese 
writers began to shift the focus of their writings onto local life. There they discovered class 
conflicts, and were thus able to produce more literary work with local colour, and so bring the 
development of local colour to a new and most prcx:luctive stage. 
C) The Third Stage (mid-1931--1936) 
From the end of 1931, Malayan Chinese literature entered a period of decline as a result 
of suppression by the colonial government which feared its growing anti-colonial tone. The 
proletarian literature of the previous stage was replaced by other writings characterized by 
44. In ancient China, people believed that all the dead would meet in Yellow Spring, which was 
said to lie at the bottom of the earth. 
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description of all kinds of social changes arising from the world depression of 1930. These 
works dealt with effects of the economic depression in the region; the bankruptcy of the middle 
class; rapid increase of the unemployed; and the emotional tunnoil caused by the difficult 
times. "Nyonya and Baba",45 published serially by Public Garden in Singapore in 1932, and 
later in a collection of short length fiction in 1934, is an example of this third stage of local 
colour. It depicts the decline of an old Chinese rubber merchant, hard hit by the depression of 
1930. The story goes as follows: 
When his business is going well, the merchant enjoys a luxurious life with 
houses in a European style, servants, cars, a wife and two concubines. His family 
life, however, has become corrupted: his son Baba and his daughter Nyonya, who 
have the same father but different mothers, fall in love. Also, his Second 
Concubine is having a dubious relationship with his car driver. The merchant's 
maternal niece, Ah Mei, has recently arrived from China and stays in the house. 
Chinese-educated, Ah Mei finds a gap between herself and her two cousins who go 
to an English school. Yet, she adopts the new living style very quickly and soon 
changes from ashy, ignorant country girl into a typical modern one and marries 
Baba under the arrangement of her uncle. 
The relationship between Baba and Nyonya continues to develop, and this 
leads to frequent quarrels between Baba and Ah Mei. To solve this problem, the old 
merchant sends Baba to England to study, and, at the same time, tries to get Nyonya 
married in the hope that, when Baba returns after graduation, Baba and Ah Mei will 
be reconciled. However, the merchant goes bankrupt as a result of the quick decline 
in rubber prices in the world market. He thus changes his plan, and gives Nyonya 
to one of his apparently thnving colleagues as his second wife in an attempt to get 
help from him. His colleague, however, soon suffers as greatly as the merchant 
from the depression. Nyonya's life suddenly becmes so hard that she has to go out 
as an unregistered prostitute at night. Her mother dies of disappointment and anger 
at this. 
To escape the spiritual depression caused by these changes in his family life, 
the merchant begins to indulge in opium smoking, losing all interest both in his 
career and in his family. Baba has to stop studying in England and return. 
Maintaining the relationship with Nyonya, he is separated from Ah Mei, spending 
45. See Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi (Compendium of Malayan Chinese New 
Literature), Singapore, 1973, Vol. 4, pp3-26. 
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his days selling his father's property, and his nights in brothels. One night, he 
meets Nyonya in a brothel where she serves as a prostitute. 
In order to become the true master of his house, Baba co-operates with 
Nyonya to murder his father. He then helps the Third Concubine to flee with her 
lover, and brings Nyonya back from the brothel. He starts living with her openly. 
All his plots and crimes, however, are discovered by Ah Mei, who reports him to 
the Court. Then, Baba and Nyonya are arrested and Ah Mei leaves the house to 
begin a new life. 
As can be seen from this, "Nyonya and Baba" was intended to provide some 
understanding of how the depression might affect the family life of the Malayan Chinese 
middle class, long resident in Nanyang.46 It was written by Zhang Jinyan, a man raised 
locally who had strongly advocated the development of a literature with local colour. 
Another story, entitled "Xueying" 47 (the name of a Chinese woman), conveys a similar 
theme: 
Xueying used to be a poor girl working as a labourer on a rubber plantation. 
Now, she has become a concubine of Li Yuan, the owner of the rubber plantation 
where she used to work. Having quite a few concubines, Li Yuan arranges for 
Xueying to live alone in a house on the plantation, and visits her once every several 
weeks. Finding her life lonely and senseless, Xueying soon falls in love with 
Yingren, a teacher in the village. 
Later, Li Yuan goes bankrupt and bec-omes heavily in debt. Unable to get 
living allowance any longer, all Li Yuan's concubines leave him, with the exception 
of Xueying. In a bad mood as a result of his troubles, Li Yuan treads on Xueying 
even worse than before. Unable to get money to live, and unwilling to continue to 
bear Li Yuan's bullying, Xueying abruptly threatens Li Yuan with a pistol and 
demands money so as to be able to escape with Yingren. Li Yuan refuses and 
Xueying shoots him. X ueying then flees with Yingren to start a new life. 
From these two stories, we can gain insight into how some Malayan Chinese writers 
tried to display local colour in the period of literary depression. 
46. See note 12 on page 9. 
47. See Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi ( Compendium of Malayan Chinese New 
Literature), Singapore, 1973, Vol. 4, pp 27-63. 
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Fang Xiu tenns the years 1931-1936 the Period of Blight. However, from this author's 
perspective, it is still a period of fruiting. It was at this time that Thick Smoke, the only piece 
of full-length Malayan Chinese fiction was published. In addition, one piece of middle length 
fiction48 and three pieces of short length fiction were published. As an important example of 
literary work in this period, Thick Smoke will be discussed in Chapter VI. 
4. A Case Study: Local Colour in Coconut Grove 
The influence of the proletarian literary movement upon the development of local colour is 
undeniably important. The result was to bring local colour to a new height. I will use Coconut 
Grove, literary supplement to Singapore News, as an example to further illustrate how this 
development took place. 
Before entering into discussion of Coconut Grove, it is necessary to give a simple 
introouction of Chen Lianqing, its chief edi tor from June 17, 1929 to about February, 1931. 
Among the champions of Malayan Chinese literature with local colour, Chen Lianqing 
deserves first attention as the most active, although not the e~rliest,49 advocate and most 
forceful promoter of the genre. 50 
Chen Lianqing (1907-1940), was born in Chaoan county, Canton province, and arrived 
In Nanyang with his father at the age of thirteen. He finished primary school in China, and 
48. In modern Chinese literature, it seems that "nove l" is not distinguished as a seperate 
genre. Literature is clarified by length : 1) short length fiction: from about 2,000 to 30,000 
Chinese characters; 2) middle length fi ction: from about 30, 000 to 100,000 Chinese 
characters; 3) full length fic tion: more than 100,000 Chinese characters. Usually , one piece 
of short length or middle length fi ction is not published in book form , but appears in a 
collection of several pieces, i.e. a collection of short stories ; a collection of pieces of 
middle length fiction; or a collection of mixed pieces of short length and middle length 
fict ion. Full length fiction is usually pub lished in book form, it can also be published 
seriall y in a magazine or newspaper. Accord ing to Fang Xiu, X inma huawen wenxue daxi 
(Compendium of Chinese Li terature in Singapore and Mal aya, Singapore, 1979) one piece of 
full length fi ction (Thick Smoke); one piece of midd le length fiction (Xiao Bo's Birth day) 
and three other collecti ons of short length fiction were publ ished in thi s period. 
49 . In April 1927, Zhang Jinyan had already published an article en tit led "Nanyang and 
Literature" in Desert I sland which argued the need to create a literature with its fo cus 
local life. See "1. Advocating 'Local Colour' " above. 
50. There were several writers, like Zheng Shenti, who raised the call to "Build up the iron 
tower of Nanyang literature with blood and sweat" in the late 1920s. However, because of 
political pressure from the colonial government, most of them did not keep their orig inal 
views. Chen Lianqing was among the few who maintained his efforts. 
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went to the Overseas Chinese Middle School in Singapore in 1922. From about 1928 to 1932, 
he worked on Singapore News, where he held the position of chief editor of Coconut Grove 
from June 17, 1929 to about February 1931.51 He was also chief editor of Singapore News 
from May 8, 1930 to February 1931.52 His main contribution to Malayan Chinese literature 
lies in the fact that, for most of his lifetime, he was a vigorous campaigner for literature with 
local colour and exerted himself to the utmost throughout his life. His published work now 
available contains more than 100, 000 Chinese characters.53 Fang Xiu comments, " These 
essays .... are all excellent, in terms of both content and literary quality. The most remarkable 
ones are those about literary theory and criticism, playing an ideologically leading role from the 
very beginning." It was his constant ambition to "gather some comrades, and raise a trumpet 
to awaken men's hearts and echo in their consciousness. "54 Unfortunately Chen Lianqing had 
suffered from leprosy since childhood. His health went from bad to worse, and he left 
Singapore in 1933 to go back to China, where he died in 1940 at the age of thirty three. 
Coconut Grove, which published altogether 406 issues from February 20 1928 to about 
February 1931, was the longest running of all supplements of this kind during the period under 
study. The total literary work published in it includes: 370 prose essays; 180 poems;55 139 
pieces of fiction; 136 articles and commentaries; 5 folk rhymes; 2 fables; 5 translations of 
poems; and 2 dramas. It published more fiction than any other literary supplement in the same 
period of time ( See List One). Among the 139 pieces of fiction, there are 13 which were 
published continuously for more than five issues . There were more than 100 
51. Miao Xiu, Mahua wenxue shihua (Talks on the History of Malayan Chinese Literature), 
Singapore, 1979, p2IO. 
52. Ibid, p214. 
53. Fang Xiu, Mahua wenxue sbigaQ (Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese Literature), 
Singapore, 1979, Vol. 1, p263. 
54. Fang Xiu, Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New Li terature 0920-1942) 
( Translated by A.W. McDonald ), Tokyo, 1977, pp83-84. 
55. Before the May Fourth Movement, Chinese poems were written in a classical style, with 
strict limitations in terms of rules of rhyming, numbers of Chinese characters, etc. After 
1919, as a result of the emergence of the Chinese New Literature, Chinese poems began to 
be written in a colloquial style without strict literary limitation . After 1919, a large 
number of Chinese still preferred written poems in the classical style. As these two kinds 
of poems are very different, they are usually classified separately as Shi (poem) and Gushi 
(classic poem). 
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contributors to Coconut Grove, making it the only supplement of its kind to be published 
daily. It would occasionally lend its space to other small literary supplements. 
Coconut Grove is also a good example of how local colour was influenced by the 
proletarian literary movement. To clarify matters we may divide the development of Coconut 
Grove into four stages. These four stages and their characteristics are as follows. The first runs 
from February 20,1928, when it started publication, to June 17, 1929, when Chen Liangqing 
became its chief editor. At this stage, Chen Lianqing appeared as the main commentator and 
often contributed essays. 
The original purpose of Coconut Grove was not related to local colour. This can be seen 
from the editor's note in the frrst and second issues. Chen Lianqing, using the pen-name of 
Banlan, was the author of these and declared: 
" .... life is really so senseless. Look farther afield and we see our 
motherland lying under a dank cloud, .. . Nanyang is not our final resting place. 
Life is just senseless. The situation in our motherland resulted from such 
senselessness and such senselessness has made us come across the vast seas. Now, 
[ for the same reason] , we take shelter in this coconut grove .. ... 
However, since we are human and have to live such a life, ... . we should 
seek some temporary happiness in the senselessness ". 
What Chen intended in Coconut Grove was to divert people from their troubles . In this 
period it did not carry literature with much serious content, giving preference to titles like" 
Song of Japanese Beauties", " Strange Marriage Customs in Yunnan", " Naked Sexual 
Performances in New York". 
The second stage is from June 17, 1929, when Chen Lianqing began to ac t as chief 
edi tor, to January 1930, when Yi Hong became joint editor. It was at this time that Chen 
Lianqing began to promote the establishment of literature with local colour. In his editor's note 
in Coconut Grove on July 24, 1929, he wrote as quoted earlier (p 28), comparing the cultural 
unification of North America with the disunity and lack of cultural identity amongst Chinese in 
Malaya and its neighbours. 
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However, at that time, Chen Lianqing and his staff at Coconut Grove were as unsure as 
their contributors about exactly what kind of "local colour" they should advocate. For example, 
in his article entitled " Literature and Local Colour", Chen Liangqing wrote: 
" Anyone would agree that literature cannot surpass the limitations of time 
and space, and one's natural surroundings can by no means be described 
arbitrarily.... Accordingly, local colour should be worthy of our attention. The 
natural scenery described by good writers, either in poem, fiction, or prose, is 
always that which is familiar to the writers.... for example, with his experience in 
India, Kipling is skilled in describing the scenery there, and Stevenson's work in 
his middle age is rich in the local taste of Nanyang where he nursed his health 56 .... 
Recently, publication in Nanyang, even though no more than that in China, has 
been flourishing like never before. However, it would be as difficult as finding a 
needle in a haystack to get a piece of work even slightly rich in local colour. 
Malayan Chinese writers confine themselves to the shade of local coconut trees and 
describe the plum blossom, snow, and willow .... of China." 
Evidently, in the early stage, local colour was regarded as scenic description and was 
not extended to include particularities of local society. 
From January to July 1930, Coconut Grove was in its third and most productive stage. 
At this time, it was under the co-editorship of Chen Lianqing and Yi Hong. A new situation in 
Malayan Chinese literature was then developing with the proletarian literary movement 
becoming dominant and Coconut Grove began to publish many articles on the subject. A series 
of essays examined its significance, content, and popularization. These were written by Yi 
Hong, who proved himself an outstanding theoretical commentator of proletarian literature. In 
April 1930 his essays in Coconut Grove evaluated the proletarian literary movement from a 
variety of perspectives such as" The Significance of the Newly Rising Literature57" , " Content 
of Newly Rising Literature", " Historical Tasks of the Newly Rising Literature", and " Form of 
56. At that time, Nanyang clearly refered to an area larger than that called Southeast Asia 
today as Stevenson recuperated in Samoa. 
57. To avoid the attention of the colonial government, "Newly Emerging literature" was used by 
most Malayan Chinese writers instead of "proletarian literature". 
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the Newly Rising Literature ".58 In this series, Yi Hong stated that" .... the so-called newly 
emerging literature is proletarian literature",59 and its content should: 1 ) " focus on positive 
description"; 2) "pay attention to publicizing the proletariat itself "; 3)" be encouraging [ to 
the labouring people ]"; 4)" not avoid writing with didactic purpose "; and" not object to ' 
politicization of literature'''. 60 More and more writing characterized as proletarian literature 
appeared in Coconut Grove concurrently with the publication of these essays by Yi Hong. 
Apart from" Grandpa Laduo", there were two other pieces of striking proletarian literature 
published in Coconut Grove in this stage. They are "The Chain of Life" and "In the Heart of 
a Rubber Plantation". They take up a similar theme; the description of how rubber 
plantations exploit coolies of different ethnic origin and how, eventually, coolies rise against 
the plantation owners. 
From about July 1930 to February 1931, Coconut Grove passed through its fourth stage. 
This was a period of decline, mainly because Yi Hong resigned from his post and Chen 
Lianqing, chief editor of both Singapore News and Coconut Grove, felt his health going 
from bad to worse and found it increasingly difficult to carry on the work by himself as 
before. Also, fewer and fewer writers contributed to Coconut Grove which had aroused 
government suspicion by its support of proletarian literature and had been consequently 
suppressed. As a result of these difficulties, Coconut Grove had eventually to stop publication 
on February 27, 193 r. 
The main failing of Coconut Grove was that it did not provide a comprehensible theory of 
literature with local colour. By encouraging writers, it did, however, sponsor and publish a 
growing volume of literature and so expand the local literary horizon. As chief editor, Chen 
Lianqing laid strong emphasis on local colour. In 1929, in his declared intention of reforming 
Coconut Grove, he announced: " Without exception, the essays we publish will be those which 
58.Yang Songnian and Zhou Weijie, Xiniiapo zaoQi huawen baozhang wenyj fukan yanjiu (A 
Stud y on the Early Supplements to Chinese Newspapers of Singapore 1927 - 1930), 
Singapore, 1981, pp 242-244. 
59. In his essay entitled " The Significance of the Newly Emerging Literature" in Fang Xiu, 
Mahua xinwenxue daxi ( Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), Singapore, 1973, 
Vol. 1., pl03. 
60. Ibid ,pl09. 
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promote Nanyang literature as the core idea, and which focus on describing the life and 
circumstances of the Nanyang. "61 When judging a piece of Malayan Chinese literary work, he 
often took the author's feeling for the locality into fIrst consideration. 
It remains unclear how and why Chen Lianqing developed these thoughts. Several points 
concerning his ideological growth, however, can be ascertained. Firstly, he was a "person of 
gifts, good at thinking and writing", as Fang Xiu pointed out. Secondly, he studied hard by 
himself and developed an extensive knowledge of history and culture. This can easily be seen 
from his writings. Thirdly, he was a person of ideological independence. For example, he 
criticized Tagore, the famous Indian writer, and Hu Shi (a well-known philosopher in China), 
both of whom were respected fIgures at that time. Fourthly, he was influenced by Yi Hong and 
Huang Sheng, both of whom came from China at the end of the 1920s and promoted the 
growth of Chinese literature in Nanyang along proletarian lines. 
From the four stages of Coconut Grove, one can observe the development of local colour. 
At the beginning, it was advocated by some Malayan Chinese writers who recognized its 
significance but who were never very clear what it should be and how to develop it. Later, as 
a result of growing anti-colonial sentiment among Malayan Chinese and the external influence 
of proletarian literature, especially as brought in by Chinese arriving in N anyang after 1927, 
local colour itself gradually took on the character of proletarian literature. At this point, outside 
influences were very important, as can be seen from the development of Coconut Grove. It is 
only in the period in which Yi Hong joined Chen Liangqing as editor and published a series of 
essays on proletarian literature, that Coconut Grove carried real influence in the development 
of Malayan Chinese literature. In his editor's note on July 16 1930, Chen Lianqing wrote a 
nostalgic piece about Yi Hong and the important role Yi had played in the editorship of Coconut 
Grove: "Yi Hong has resigned from this newspaper... I cannot help feeling lonely, finding 
that a companion of mine, who used to sit opposite me everyday, has suddenly left.... For the 
past few months, I had left the work of chief editor solely in his hands ... " 62 
57. Fang Xiu, Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New Literature 0920-1942) 
(Translated by A. W. McDonald), Tokyo, 1977, p84. 
62. Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi ( Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature), 
Singapore, 1973, Vol. 10, pp 147-148. 
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4. A New Approach to Local Colour 
In a long series of books, Fang Xiu has emphasized that the spirit of the 1919 May Fourth 
Movement in China---(anti-feudalism, anti-imperialism, equality, democracy and science)----- is 
the main current running through Malayan Chinese literature during the period 1920 to 1937. 
He argues that local colour, simply defined by Malayan Chinese writers as description of the 
local life of Malayan Chinese, was just a small stream intermittently appearing in the literature as 
a result of campaigns on its behalf by some writers. However, seen from this author's 
perspective!'local colour'k Malayan Chinese literature (1920-1937 ) depicts the manner in which 
Malayan Chinese reacted to local life and how they adjusted themselves to a new society, 
whether as temporary or permanent residents. Local colour as used by Malayan Chinese writers 
in their work demonstrated two kinds of reaction to Malayan society: the actual reactions of the 
authors and other Chinese; and the fictional reactions of their characters. 
In Chapters IV, V and VI, in order to better illustrate this definition and understanding of 
local colour, I will discuss three pieces of fiction; "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", " Grandpa 
Laduo" and Thick Smoke. They were published in 1925, 1930 and 1936 respectively, each 
falling in seperate periods (1920-1926, 1927-mid-1931, and mid-1931-1936) of the 
development of local colour as earlier defmed. 
Let us look fIrst at the reactions of the fictional characters. 
"Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", written by Li Xilang, a China-born writer, sheds light 
on the clash between two cultures among Chinese settlers in Borneo: there is the traditional 
Chinese culture brought in by Chubi and Qiu Ming, two Chinamen; then there is that of the 
indigenous people of Borneo. At the beginning, Chubi and Qiu Ming find it very difficult to 
fit into the local culture although they see that their conventional Chinese values count for 
nothing. For survival, they have to abandon some of their traditional values and adopt some of 
those native to Borneo. At the bottom of their hearts, however, they still retain allegiance to 
Chinese culture. 
The account given in " Grandpa Laduo" by Haidishan, a locally born writer of Chinese 
origin, is very different. In this story, it is interesting to note the way that the author explains 
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his perception of colonial society, based on a naive understanding of Marxism, through the 
mouth of a mythological Malay figure, Grandpa Laduo. Grandpa Laduo attempts to launch 
political reform in colonial Nanyang after first narrating the sufferings of the lower class people 
in British colonial Malaya. Grandpa Laduo's view of local society is very different from that of 
Chubi and Qiu Ming in " Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit". Here, we do not see the clash between 
different kinds of culture but between different classes. 
Thick Smoke is the only novel by a Malayan Chinese writer which was published in the 
period under study. Its subject is quite different from the two stories above. It provides 
something like an investigative report on the problems of Chinese education in Nanyang. Our 
informant is a young idealist who has been exposed to the influence of major political events in 
China from about 1919 to 1927. The book examines the problems in local society from 
inside the structure of Chinese education in Nanyang. This clash is neither that between two 
kinds of culture nor that between two opposite classes, but that between conservative and radical 
forces within the Malayan Chinese community. 
Now let us consider the authors themselves as they appear in their work. 
Li Xilang, author of "Wild Flower and Bi tter Fruit", represented an older generation of 
Malayan Chinese writers who observed local society in Borneo entirely from the perspective of 
conventional Chinese culture. His work sheds light on how two Chinamen deeply influenced 
by traditional Chinese culture react to local Nanyang life, without becoming involved in class 
conflicts. What dominates his mind is still China, his motherland and its culture. By contrast to 
Li Xilang, Haidishan, author of "Grandpa Laduo" represented a younger generation of locally 
born Chinese who had to some extent accepted Marxism and Marxist-guided proletarian 
literature. Locally born and locally raised, he showed much more concern for his immediate 
locality rather than the remote land of his ancestors. Having better assimilated, he seems 
already to have become part of Malay society. Differing from these two, Lin Cantien, author 
of Thick Smoke, experienced the May Fourth Movement and attempted to reform Chinese 
education in Nanyang. However, he found the task extremely difficult. Having lived through 
both the political split between the KMT and CCP in China in 1927, and later the suppression 
of anti-colonial Malayan Chinese literature by the British authorities, he placed his hopes on 
50 
educators and friends in China, rather than calling for political reform in the fashion of 
Haidishan. Through his text, we can see his deep concern for Chinese education; his 
disappointment in front of all sorts of difficulties; his suppressed ambition for reforming 
Chinese education; and his sincere hope placed on educators outside Nanyang. 
Together, these three pieces of Malayan Chinese fiction illustrate characteristics of the 
literature at different stages of its erratic progress. "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", an early 
product of the first stage of Malayan Chinese New Literature, was basically written in the 
classical Chinese colloquial style; "Grandpa Laduo" represents the integration of "local colour" 
(description of local life as perceived by Malayan Chinese writers) with proletarian literature 
before its breakdown in 1931. Thick Smoke focuses strictly on the problems of Chinese 
education within the Malayan Chinese community. 
All these provide insight into the ideological trends of one generation of Chinese origin in 
Malaya, ideological trends which were generated and conditioned by the contemporary situation 
in both China and Nanyang. 
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CHAPTER IV 
1~· 
"WILD FLOWERS AND BITTER FRUIT": THE LIFE OF 
MALA Y AN CHINESE IN BORNEO 
1. The Author 
"Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" is one of the two pieces1 of middle length fiction 
published in the mid-1920s. Its author, Li Xilang (Mi Yang being one of his pseudonyms) was 
known in the Malayan Chinese literary field as "Nanguo shiren ("a South Seas 
poet"2). There are no details about whether he was born in China or Nanyang, about his family 
and educational background, his personal life, profession, or, even where he died. We only 
know that his time of death was 1972, and that he was actively involved in literary activities 
throughout his life.3 He was one of those Malayan Chinese writers who frequently published 
fiction in newspaper supplements from about the mid-1920s. He also published one collection 
of poems written in the classical style, entitled liehuiji (Anthology of Looting Ashes). 
However, "Wild Flower and Bitter Fruit" is generally regarded as his highest literary 
achievement. In his article entitled" In Memory of Mr Li Xilang, the Poet in the Southern 
Nations", Zhou Yingnan 4 said: " Xilang not only made a remarkable contribution to the poetic 
field of overseas Chinese literature, he also held high a banner in the Nanyang editorial field. 
He started from the 1930s as one of the editors of C henzhong (Morning Clock) in Penang, 
and Xiaoxianzhong (Idle Hours), Qitian (Seven Days) and Xinbao (New Paper). in 
Singapore. Throughout his life, he remained satisfied with the simple life and enjoyed what he 
was doing, strong of will but modest in ambition .... ". 5 
1. The other is "Changhen de yuchai" ( "Jade Hairpin with Long Lasting Hatred" published in 
1924 by Qiu Zhiwei. This is his only recorded publication. See Ma Lun, Xinma huawen zuQjia 
cunxi a ng ( Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese Writers ), Singapore, 1984, 
p2. 
2 " South Seas" here refers to "Nanyang". 
3 For all the information in this sentence, see Ma Lun, Xinma huawen zuojia cunxiang 
(Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese Writers ), Singapore, 1984, p2. 
4 Li Xilang's comtemporary and commentator of Malayan Chinese literature. 
5. Ma Lun, Xinma huawen zuojia cunxiang ( Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese 
Writers ), Singapore, 1984. p2. 
* See Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi ! Singapore, 1972. Vol.3, pp70-150. All the page numbers in this chapter 
refer to this source. 
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Some further infonnation about Li Xilang may be attained from Fang Xiu's description of 
fiction published between 1931 to 1936. In this, Fang is especially critical of a writer who 
used the pseudonym of Si Lang. He writes: 
" The Period of Flowering (1925-1931) in Malayan Chinese New Literature 
ended with the obstacles which confronted proletarian literature, and was followed 
by the Period of Blight (1932-1936). This lasted as long as five years. A variety of 
unhealthy tendencies appeared in the field as a result of decline in the literary 
movement. Some authors with weak ideological judgement lost their way and 
theoretical criticism became temporarily slack. The popular reappearance of the 
School of Butterfly fiction6 was the worst among all kinds of such abominable 
literary behaviour. .. .. This was typified by a piece of fiction entitled The Time of 
Revelry', by Si Lang. This describes how a group of 'Feng/iu caizi' [ dilettante] 
like Huang Laoda, Tian Hansheng, and Liu Alou, amuse themselves in brothels. 
Just look at such sub-titles as Tear for Phoenix Hairpin7, Fragrant Wine, Dazzling 
Muscle, Sexy Conveyance, and Soul Offering8, and you can imagine the general 
content of the fiction. 
In the early period, Si Lang was briefly quite active in New People's 
Magazine9. Such a writer, who once used his skill to depict Borneo under British 
colonial rule in a realistic style, now [ in the Period of Blight] regressed to being 
only good at portraying sexual life. This kind of phenomenon, with some authors 
losing their way [in doing literary work], became very common at that time."10 
In a later article, Fang Xiu confmned that the Si Lang he criticized here was actually Li 
Xilang. 
6 A pair of butterflies is regarded as a symbol of an affectionate human couple In Chinese 
traditional culture . Here, "Butterfly fiction" refers to a literary school wh ich fo cuses on 
description of love affairs , and has little social significance . 
7 Phoenix hairpins were used by women in well-to-do famil ies in ancient China. It is a symbol 
of beautiful women in Chinese trad itional culture. Here," Tears fo r Phoenix Hairpin" 
implies a man's sentiments for a woman . 
8 These two sub-titles are written in a traditional Chinese poetic style. 
9 This is a literary supplement to Xinguomin ribao ( New People's Daily) in Singapore. Fang 
Xiu points out, " This supplement was perhaps the one which lasted the longest among all 
supplements to Chinese newspapers in the region. It started from November 1, 19 19, and 
lasted to May 21, 1936, when it changed its name as Jiaoying (Shadow of Banana Trees). See 
Fang Xiu, Mahau xinwenxue shigao ( Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New 
Literature), Singapore, 1963, Vol. 1, P 13. 
10 Fang Xiu, Mahua xinwenxue daxi ( Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature) , 
Singapore, 1973, Vol. 4. pI. 
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2. The Story 
"Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" was published as a serial from January 31, 1925 to 
September 4, 1925 in New People's Magazine. 11 It is basically written in the manner of 
Zhanghui xiaoshuo ,12 one kind of old style colloquial fiction popular in China from the 
Tang dynasty. The story describes the experience of two Chinese men who work as coolies, 
first in North Bome~13 and then in West Borneo. 14 Through their experiences, it also depicts 
the life of the local Malayan Chinese, and the local society as a whole, especially its customs, 
marriage, education, economy, and social problems. 
"Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" is not set in a specific time. However, the following two 
points in the fiction imply that it takes place between 1912, when the Republic of China led by 
Sun Yat-sen was founded, and 1925, when the story was published. Firstly, in introducing a 
major character (Qiumin), the author mentions " .... [he did not get a job] until after the 
Revolution of 1919 turned the country upside down "(p76).15 Secondly, when the story 
describes the opening ceremony of a school, it mentions that one part of the programme is for" 
[all the people present] to bow to the national flag three times" (p 1 09).16 So, the setting is 
clearly after 1912, because there was no formal national flag before the fou ndation of the 
Republic of China. 
As for the location of the story, we are told: 
11. Literary supplement to New Peop1e's Dai1y in Singapore .. 
12. Zh ang hui Xiaoshuo is one kind of fiction in the Chinese classical colloquial style. Among 
its main charateristics are: 1) it is narrated in an oral style, occasionall y using set phrases 
like Kang uan ( used to address the aud ience for special attention); 2) each chapter ends 
with, "If you want to know what happens later, please read the followi ng chapter"; 3) the 
sub-titles of all chapters are written in the style of antithesis; 4 )antithesis and parallelism 
are widely used; 5) many poems written in the Chinese class ical style are mixed in the 
story. "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" has all these charac teri stics. 
13 Assumedly Sabah today. 
14 Assumedly Sarawak today. 
15 Here, " .... was turned upside down " is used as metaphor to refer to the Revelution of 1911. 
16. China did not participate in many fo rmal internat ional activities unti l after 1842 when the 
Opium War ended. Between 1842 and 1912 when the Republic of China was founded, the Flag 
of the Yellow Dragon was used as the symbol of China. But it seems that it was not called a 
"national flag". So, assumedly the time when the story is set is between 1912 to 1925. 
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" In West Borneo, there is a big mountain called Watermelon Leaf, because it 
takes such a shape. At the bottom of the mountain, there is a vast plain, through 
which runs a long surging river. On both sides of the river live several hundred 
families, all of whom are brown-skinned Malays ..... it is very noisy all day long, 
just like a city .... " (pp70-71). 
With regard to the ethnicity of the inhabitants, the author focuses on the Malayan 
Chinese, but emphasizes that the overwhelming majority were Malay. The story also informs 
the reader "'This place is called Shihensha.1 7 Although there are a lot of people living here, 
most of them are Malay, and we Chinese are only several families" (p124). 
The major characters in the story are: 
The narrator: an educated Chinaman living in Shihensha .. With a habit of walking into 
nature to seek inspiration for poems, he lives in the style of the Chinese literati in ancient times. 
He is only an on-looker, and does not become involved in the story itself. 
Qiumin: China-born Chinese. At the beginning of the story, he is a poor middle-aged 
scholar hard-pressed to earn his living at the bottom of Lofu Mountain in Canton province, 
China. Later he leaves for Borneo where his brother-in-law (his wife's younger brother) has 
found a job as a teacher in a Chinese school in Shihensha. On the journey to Shihensha, he 
takes work as a coolie in a timber-cutting operation in North Borneo. Later he becomes a 
teacher in the school in Shihensha . 
Chubi: China-born Chinese, he arrived in Borneo from China ten years earlier. Like 
Qiumin, he was once a coolie in a timber-cutting business in North Borneo. Later he comes to 
West Borneo, and opens a small shop. He shares his shop with a woman whom he later 
marries. At the end, he dies as a result of ill treatment by his wife. 
Chubi's wife: Locally born. Although in many aspects she appears as a Malay woman, it 
remains unclear whether she is Nyonya or Malay. In the eyes of Qiumin and Chubi, she has 
been "trained" by her father as a licentious and shameless woman full of greediness and malice, 
only seeking money through sexual promiscuity. 
17. I~~ »-" "in Chinese. 
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Chen Ban: Locally-born Chinese. A professional gambler and paramour of Chubi's 
wife. 
Principal Wang: Locally-oorn Chinese. President of the School Governing Committee in 
Shihensha; he is also the fIrst Taoke (headman) there. He is described as being ignorant but 
self-important, and good at seeking money and fame. 
Dr He: Locally-born Chinese. He is a heavy smoker of opium, with poor medical 
knowledge and a bad attitude to his patients. He claims to be a skilled doctor of Chinese 
traditional medicine, having inherited medical skills from his family over more than ten 
generations. He also claims to have travelled all over Nanyang as a Chinese doctor. 
Awu:: A teenager, son of Chubi mentioned aoove. 
Wang Youmin:: Locally-born young man. Principal Wang's stepson. He fights his 
stepfather for taking the property of his real parents by evil means. 
The story begins with a brief introduction of Borneo and then guides the audience to 
the main setting, Shihensha. The narrator, a scholar, explains that he himself is living there. 
One day in spring, he feels tired of work and decides to pay a visit to one of his friends in a 
village nearby. He hopes the sights along the way will provide him with poetic inspiration. He 
sees his friend, who invites him to stay the night and, over tea that evening, tell him a true 
story. The story he tells is "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" and it goes as follows: 
18 
In a village near Lofu Mountain in Canton, China, lives a middle-aged, 
unsuccessful literati whose name is Fan Tong. He is also known as Qiunlin. He 
studies very hard but fails to pass the official examination,18 the principal avenue 
to success, and thus can not get a job. After the Chinese Revolution of 1911, led by 
Sun Yat-sen, he finds that many people with poor backgrounds have become 
important officials in the government. So he decides to try his luck. He goes to 
In old China, to do well in the official examination was the major access to a job III 
government. 
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Canton, the capital city of the province, where he writes an article on how to 
suppress bandits. With this he hopes to get a job.19 But he fails. 
In great disappointment, he goes home and is overjoyed to receive a letter 
from Chubi, the younger brother of his wife, who has been overseas for more than 
ten years. Now, in his letter, he tells Qiumin he has bought a house and married in 
Borneo. Chubi invites him, on behalf of a Chinese school, to go and teach there. 
To seek a better future, he sadly says goodbye to his wife and sets out on his 
journey to Borneo. 
He goes to Shihensha in West Borneo via Hong Kong and then Singapore, 
but on the trip he is twice the victim of robbers. The first time is on the boat from 
Hong Kong to Singapore. It is very crowded inside the boat and someone tells 
Qiumin there is a wad of thick phlegm on his new clothes and points out the person 
nearby who is responsible. Qiumin immediately becomes angry and goes to argue 
with him. During their argument, his case, in which he has put all his belongings, is 
stolen. The second time is on the same trip. Someone steals his only pair of used 
leather shoes when he is suffering from terrible seasickness. In Singapore, he 
accidentally meets Chen Ban, who tells him that Chubi, one of his village fellows, 
has told him about Qiumin's arrival and asked him to look after Qiumin if they 
should meet in Singapore. Chen Ban takes Qiumin to pay immgration tax20 to a 
Malay official and guides him through the customs procedures. Following Chen 
Ban, Qiumin arrives in Shihensha, where he meets first Chubi's wife and then 
Chubi, who, to Qiumin's great worry and sorrow, is seriously ill. 
Lying in bed, Chubi sadly tells Qiurpin his story before and after he left 
China some ten years ago. He recounts how, before he left China as the son of a 
family which had gone down in the world, he and others in the same predicament 
stole a cow. The money from selling the cow did not last long. Forced by financial 
difficulty, Chubi made up his mind to go to Nanyang to try his luck. With only five 
yuan from his elder sister (Qiumin's wife), he went to Canton and met a man 
recruiting coolies. Together with thirty others, Chubi followed the man to a timber-
cutting business on the seashore in North Borneo. As soon as he started working, 
he found the life there unbearable: their job was to saw off huge, wet logs, quickly 
and without break. If he slowed even a fraction, he would be whipped heavily by 
the headman. At night, thirty coolies were squeezed in a hellish room, and Chubi 
19. Apart from selecting officials through the exmination, the government in old China 
sometimes publicly invited suggestions, advice, strategies, etc, for solving difficul t 
problems, such as dealing with bandits, suppressing rebellions or coping with natural 
disasters like flood. People who answered such inv itations capably might also get a job in 
government. 
20. Tax put by the Malayan government on Chinese newcomers. 
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could not sleep because of the discomfort. Just after midnight, he and the others 
were forced to bathe in the cold sea.21 Soon falling ill, but still forced to continue 
the job, Chubi collapsed as a result of being beaten while in poor health. Then he 
was thrown into the sea and left for dead. A kind old man rescued him and offered 
accommodation for three months. Chubi then left him and went to West Borneo to 
earn a living rather than risk recapture by the timber cutters. He worked as a shop 
assistant in Shihensha and made a better life for himself. He found a wife, but she 
quickly got all his money under her control and treated him terribly. Qiumin, 
listening to this, is full of sympathy but cannot help. 
The following day, Qiumin pays his first visit to Principal Wang. The 
principal greatly disappoints him with his ignorance of the geographical limits of 
China, and numerous errors on the meaning of Chinese characters. Even though 
Qiumin is correct, principlal persists in his arguement. 
Back at home, Qiumin, who has a good knowledge of Chinese medicine, 
finds Chubi is being given the wrong treatment by Dr He, a man who puts himself 
about as a skillful Chinese doctor. Insistent on the correctness of his treatment, Dr 
He has a fierce argument with Qiumin and thus becomes hostile to him. 
Another day, Qiuming goes to see Principal Wang to discuss teaching affairs. 
He finds him cheating a teenage boy who comes from the mountains to sell 
coconuts. The pricipal purposely counts the coconuts so quickly that the boy cannot 
follow. After fi nishing counting, Principal Wang gives the boy money for 149 
coconuts. When the boy argues that his father counted them as 212 before he left 
home, Principal Wang teases him about his marriage and makes him leave in 
embarrassment and at a loss. After the boy leaves, the principal and the teachers 
have a meeting about the opening of the school. Principal Wang purposely names 
the school after himself with the aim of heightening his reputation in the area. Later, 
in the school opening ceremony, he gives an amusing speech by comparing the 
relationship between the school and its pupils to that between a bride and 
bridegroom at a weddin g. Then, amidst the laughter, he hurriedly leaves the 
ceren10ny at the report from his shop that a gocxl business chance has arisen. 
Later, Chubi dies a miserable death. This was the result of Dr He collaborating 
with Chubi's wife. The story suggests why they treat him in this way: on the one 
hand, Dr He hates China-born Chinese newcomers who do not respect his skill and 
21. In Liu Qiang, B%zhou yiDie (A Brief Introduction to Borneo, Singapore, 1966, p7), to bathe 
in cold water in the morn ing is given as a local custom to prevent illness. This custom is 
confirmed by a local proverb " Wild is ghost while water is medicine" (see the page 
mentioned above) . Here, the compan y forces the coolies to bathe so shortly after heavy work, 
and at mid-night, to drive a way 1' eir fatigue and sleepiness. 
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expose his faults instead, and, on the other hand, Chubi's wife wants her husband 
to die so that she can live with Chen Ban, her paramour. 
After the death, Qiumin carries out Chubi's last words and finds a memoir in 
which he discovers the causes of the tragedy. 
At the beginning of his memoir, Chubi declares that he is writing his purpose 
is to warn other men not to follow his example. Chubi then confesses with great 
regret how he fell into the hands of his wife and her family as a result of his inability 
to resist sexual temptation. He briefly mentions that he had to endure circumcision 
in order to convert to Islam, and so be accepted in the local community. He also 
tells of two other men with the same experience. All three of them were victims of 
Chubi's wife, daughter of a whore and "trained" by her parents to entice men and 
thereby get them to work without pay, or share their possessions and property. 
The daughter first lures men into a trap and then the parents blackmail them. Thus 
the men have to take flight, loosing everything. Chubi describes his wife as a 
woman with even looser morals than her mother; and her father as a cruel-hearted 
man with a whole bag of tricks. Numerous weak-willed men with little experience 
have fallen into their trap. The fa ther of Chubi's wife has a Chinese given name, 
but they all speak in Malay. 
Eventually, Qiumin and Awu (Chubi's son) are forced out of the house by 
the wife, who then lets Chen Ban move in with her. With no other way out, Qiumin 
goes to entreat the School Governing Committee to allow him and Awu to stay in 
the schooL Principal Wang and Dr He, leading members of the Committee, fmnly 
refuse. At the critical moment, Wang You~n , Principle Wang's stepson, appears. 
He exposes Principal Wang' for asking a Malay witch to use sorcery on his mother, 
widow of Principal Wang's former employer, and thereby obtain the property of 
his family. At the end of the story, fearful of Wang Youmin's vengeance, Principal 
Wang and Dr He give in and sign a contract, drafted by Wang Youmin, which 
guarantees unlimited free accommodation to Qiumin and Awu in the schooL 
3.The Values in the Story 
To explore the values in "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit", it will be useful to first 
summarize the social enviroment of Borneo as described in the story; then discuss how the 
Chinese newcomers react to this environment. Finally, the author's own attitude to local life 
will be examined. 
"Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" portrays a picture of a hellish society filled with all kinds 
of evil and crime: stealing (Qiumin is twice a victim on his trip from Canton to Borneo); 
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gambling22 ( Chen Ban is a professional gambler and there is further description of gambling); 
cheating ( the tricks of Chubi's wife); smoking opium;23 loose morals ( Chubi's wife, her 
mother and the men around them)24; ignorance and pomposity ( Principal Wang and Dr He); 
inhuman and malicious behaviour (the headman in the timber-cutting co-operation, Dr He, 
Chubi's wife and her family); evil reaping social success (the family of Chubi's wife; Dr He; 
Principal Wang) while sincerity ( Chubi, Qiumin, Awu, and the men trapped by Chubi's wife) 
leads only to trouble. Most of the people whom Chubi and Qiumin encounter are evil-minded. 
The only exceptions are of the old man on the seashore who rescues Chubi, and Principal 
Wang's stepson. 
The major villains of the story are clearly identified by the author. His description of their 
features is striking and leaves no room for doubt as to their characters: (Chen Ban), 
" Rough-skinned, slant thick brows, with a mouth like that of a woodpecker, and shifty-eyed"; 
(Chubi's wife) "Hawk-nosed, wrinkled, prominent forehead, hare-lipped, eyes flashing like 
lightning against cliffs"; (Principal Wang) " ... with a face capable of revealing extremes of 
either arrogance or flattery, a forked tongue and a hawk nose .... "; (Dr He) "haunched 
shoulders, with a face all covered with the residue of smoked opium". 
The language of the Malayan Chinese is depicted as vulgar. For example, "Siji (dead 
chicken)" 25 is a common term to indicate sexual intimacy between male and female. Chubi's 
wife calls her own son" Zazhong "( son of a bitch) instead of using his name.26 
There seems to be no way-out for Chubi when he first arrives in Borneo. In North 
Borneo, the headman appears inh uman and malicious and when Chubi, seriously ill, pleads 
for three days' sick leave, he replies " .. .. Xinkeguei (newcomer ghost) even knows how to 
pretend to be ill ..... Will you use a saw or not? If you don't, I'll beat you half to death .... 
22. Gambling is acceptable outs ide China. However, it is t rad itionally regarded as bad 
behaviour with in China. 
23. Smoking opium was acceptable overseas. Like gambling, it was regarded (at leas t by people 
of morals) as a bad and harmful habit in China. In the story, Dr He should know the harm of 
opium, but he is nonetheless a heavy opium smoker. 
24. There is such an old saying in China: " loose morals is the worst among all evils". 
25. In lower society in old China, when used towards a person , "chicken" usually implies a bad 
meaning. For example, "1f ~ , wild chicken" is a common term of abuse for loose women. 
26. In old China, " Zazhong" can be used to humil iate another person but never the user's child 
directly. 
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Do you think I pity you like a dog? I don't care if you die. 1"11 just throw you into the sea. 
Thousands of people have snuffed it here so, why should I care about you ?" ( p94). Later, 
when Chubi arrives in Shihensha (West Borneo) after a narrow escape from death, he hopes 
that, knowing how to read and write, he will be able to work in a shop. But all the 
shopkeepers " .... throw supercilious looks at him, and make caustic and ironic remarks: 
"Xinke ( new comer), what's your skill? Do you know Malay? Do you know the customs 
here? Do you know if a duck egg is round or flat ? Do you know whether a crocodile gives 
birth to small ones, or lays eggs? Yi! You stink like a Xinke (newcomer), you are heading 
for death if you try to get an easy life in a shop. Why don't you go ask to have your foreskin 
cut and become a Malay ... ?" 
The society in the story in many ways shocks men like Chubi and Qiumin as hell-like, 
soulless, mean, inhuman, lonely, full of all kinds of evil and malice, with traps everywhere 
waiting for the unsuspecting. 
Then, how do Chinese newcomers such as Chubi and Qiumin react to this society? 
The main value of "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" lies in the way that it sheds light on 
the clash between the traditional culture of Chinese intellectuals, and the culture formed in the 
long process of Chinese assimilation into the lower class of Malay society in West Borneo. 
From the viewpoint of Chubi and Qiumin, young intellectuals from families fallen in the world 
but retaining deeply rooted conventional Chinese values, everything seems upside down in 
Borneo. With their education, they could expect to get a job sooner or later in China. But, in 
Nanyang, their educational and family background count for very little. Chubi has to become a 
coolie in North Borneo. After he flees the timber-cutting business and escapes to West Borneo, 
he tries to get a job in a shop (this is usually the last resort of intellectuals in old China), but his 
learning is completely ignored. It is not until he takes the suggestion of converting to Islam by 
being circumcized (which at the beginning is an unbearable insult to him) that he marries a 
local woman and establishes a family. Although Qiumin is initially luckier than Chubi, he is 
eventually squeezed out from Chubi's house because he does not fit into the wife's circle. As 
soon as he begins to teach, he faces loosing his job if he fails to flatter Principal Wang. The 
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story also implies that Qiumin will die at the end.27 All the kinds of behaviour and social 
phenomena which are traditionally regarded as evils and crimes in China, such as stealing, 
gambling, cheating, smoking opium, loose morals, immorality and so forth, are acceptable in 
Nanyang. Even Buddhist monks in Shihensha are shown "eating meat and drinking wine".28 
Furthennore, the evil (Chubi's wife and her family, Chen Ban, Principal Wang and Dr He) are 
all thriving whereas the innocent and sincere ( Chubi, Qiumin, A wu, and those trapped by 
Chubi's wife) all drop to the bottom of society. The experience of Chubi and Qiumin shows 
that only through accepting the local culture and trying to fit into local society can they survive. 
To do this, Chinese newcomers like Chubi and Qiumin have to partially abandon 
conventional Chinese values. Several examples have been given above. They are forced to 
discover new rules to suit their changed social surroundings. Before Qiumin first goes to see 
Principal Wang, Chubi ur ges him repeatedly: " .... you should be submissive and tolerant. Hold 
your tongue under any circumstances. The arrogance [ of Towkays ] here can swallow 
anything." (p97) After the first meeting with Principal Wang, Qiumin tells Chubi how 
disappointed and depressed he is to find the man such an ignorant but self-important person. 
Chubi explains what he has observed from similar experiences and how he has learned to deal 
with this kind of supervisor: 
" Brother Tong ( Qiumin), you don't understand! Everything here is equally 
strange. We have got used to it and nobody finds it odd. You are a newcomer, so 
of course you will feel surprised. All in all, the most important thing to survive 
here is to broaden your tolerance and lower your principles. You should also try to 
flatter them more. In this way, you can keep your job. I hope you will act as 
I say." ( pI02 ) 
27. This story is narrated in a Chinese classical oral style which often gives hints about what 
what will happen later. At the end of Chapter Two, when Qiumin's wife is seeing Qiumin off, 
the weather is terrible. The author says, " They do not know this is the last time for them to 
see each other in their life." Because the story is unfinished, Qiumin's fate remains 
unknown. 
II! 28. Not to eat meat or drink wine are among the strict prohibitions in Buddhism. 
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However, Chubi and Qiumin do not completely abandon their original conventional 
Chinese values. Despite their misfortune, they do not look down on themselves. Instead, they 
are surprised and angered by the evil they find in life. They yield only temporarily to evil 
forces, but refuse to give up their original values entirely. This can be seen from Chubi's 
deep regret which appears in his secret memoir, and his hope of preventing others from 
following his example. Before breathing his last, Chubi states his last wishes: firstly, he urges 
Qiumin to look after Awu; then, turning to Awu, he says,: 
" .... you should not place any hope in your mother. Behave yourself and 
always follow your uncle- in- law [Qiumin]. You must know that our uncle-in law's 
talents, knowledge and personality, are all ten times better than your 
father's ... . After you grow up .... , work hard and be thrifty. When you earn some 
money, go back to China to see your Aunt [Qiumin's wife] and the natural scenery 
of our home town... If you can, try to take your father's bones back to China .... " 
( pp 116-117) 
Chubi's last wishes reveal that, although apparently assimilated into local culture, he 
frrmly retains his conventional Chinese values. He hopes that his son will succeed to the 
Chinese cultural heritage ( behave well; follow uncle's example ). He misses his relatives and 
the natural scenery of China, and hopes that his bones will be taken back to the homeland. 
Apart from giving a good illustration of the clash between Chinese traditional culture and 
the local culture, "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" also provides a broader understanding of the 
thoughts and attitutes of Chinese going overseas. In detailed description, the story portrays their 
experiences in the early twentieth century: why they go to Nanyang; how they make the journey 
from China; what kinds of hardship they encounter on their trip and in the early settlement in 
Nanyang; how they struggle to survive in a land with few relatives or friends, and how this 
changes their way of thinking; also, what their perceptions of Nanyang are. The story helps to 
explain the old saying of overseas Chinese: "Out of every ten who go abroad, three die, six 
remain, and only one comes home." .29 
29. T\l- K'Mj T"tn) The Chinese of Sarawak: A Study of Social Structure, London. 1953. p2. 
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There are scenes vividly recounting the experiences of the Chinese. For example, when 
describing how Qiumin suffers from sea sickness, totally unaided and still upset and angry over 
the theft of his luggage, the author summarizes how the general conception of Chinese going to 
Nanyang changes: 
" Before starting their journey to Nanyang, some imagine they will be able to 
bring back gold and silver to China within one year and live a comfortable life 
forever after. Who could know that half of this illusion would disappear as they 
suffer on the horrific trip over boundless seas. And then, upon arriving at their 
destination, they walk to and fro in a completely strange place, at a loss as to what 
to do. . ... they get not a shred of human sympathy, but are treated with disdain. 
They find it difficult to get a meal or a place for the night. Wandering at the end 
of their road, they can do nothing but cry bitterly. Can even a trace of their original 
illusion survive? No! , All they are left with is the faint hope of returning alive to 
China. " (p85) 
The author's personal reaction to his immediate environment seems at first sight to be 
largely negative. From the above description, Shihensha is undoubtedly a depressing place. 
When enlarging his view to Borneo and China as a whole, the picture Li Xilang presents is just 
as gloomy: 
" Embracing vast land and great mountains, Borneo is one of the famous 
islands in the Nanyang region. Its waters are rich in fish , salt, crab and clam, and its 
land abundant in coal, steel and all other mineral resources30 .... It has a good 
climate and few people. Apart from some slightly developed areas along the coast, 
the land consists of boundless plain and verdant mountains. Who knows what rich 
resources lie deep in the very centre of those great mountains and huge lakes! 
However, the ruling power is all in the hands of others; you can do nothing about it 
-- you are neither capable of fighting to make progress nor strong enough to resist 
if attacked--- even were you to possess the strategies of Fan LP1 or the wealth of 
30 These are not neccessarily the major resources. The author mentions them here is more for 
the literary style (anthes is ). 
31. The famous strategist in the Spring-Autumn Period of ancient China, whose advice helped 
the Yue Nation defeated the Wu Nation. 
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Adan. If we do not make up our minds to seek a wayout from these adverse 
circumstances, we will end as nameless ghosts overseas, leaving our souls buried in 
a desert island and our bones scattered in poor soil. " (p70) 
The author's view of Borneo is clear. He sees it as a good place but completely in the 
hands of others, i.e. the British colonialists. He sees the Malayan Chinese as living in adverse 
circumstances and facing death if they fail to struggle. He is also anxious at the future of China 
and Borneo but sees no easy solution. His attitude towards his countrymen and their difficult 
situation is also clear: he feels disappointed that they should endure and so prolong an ignoble 
existence. 
Although pessimistic and critical towards the general social context within "Wild Flowers 
and Bitter fruit", the author does not appear to regard the whole world with despondency. He 
takes real pleasure in the picturesque natural scenery both in China and Borneo, and celebrates 
this in vivid poetry and prose. Li Xilang presents himself as a kind of writer not uncommon in 
old China, a man with no interest in either fame or money, dissatisfied with contemporary 
politics, concerned only with literary activities (especially poetry) and delighting in natural 
beauty. This is perhaps also the reason why he wrote" Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruit" in the 
style of zhanghui xiaosuo. 
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CHAPTER V 
" GRANDPA LADVO "1: A MALAYAN-BORN CHINESE 
WRITER'S PERCEPTION OF COLONIAL SOCIETY 
1. The Author 
" Grandpa Laduo " is a piece of short length fiction published serially in Coconut 
Grove2 from June 6 to 12 in 1930 . Not much is known about the author. The research of 
Pang Xiu has disclosed only that he published under the pseudonym of Haidishan ( ~~ ~ ill , 
literaJly "Mountains at the Bottom of the Sea"); that his real name was Lin Qiren tftti::.); 
and that he was locally-born and may have been educated at Huaqiao Middle School in 
Singapore.3 
" Grandpa Laduo " is the only published fiction by the author,4 and perhaps is the last 
I, piece of proletarian fiction published before Malayan Chinese literature was suppressed by the 
--
colonial government in 1931. 
2.The Story 
Southern Chinese, who form the largest part of the Malayan Chinese community, tend to 
address distant elder male relatives, or old men, with the polite term" Grandpa so-and-so". 
"Grandpa Laduo" perhaps refers to Dato' (in Malay), which can denote "grandpa", 
" ancestor" or a spirit in Malay belief. 
" Grandpa Laduo" is written in the style of romanticism. The story is set in or about the 
year 1930, the same time as it was written. At this point, the economic situation in Nanyang 
was greatly affected by the depression in world markets. Interestingly, the main character, 
1. There is a note attached to the story saying that "Grandpa Laduo is the name of one kind of 
god worshipped by aboriginal people and some Chinese in Nanyang." Here, one assumes " 
aboriginal people" to refer to the Malays. "Some Chinese" refers to those Malayan Chinese 
who have adopted Malay culture, that is, mainly the Babas. 
2. The major part of this story can be found in Mahua xinwenxue daxi ( Compendium of Malayan 
Chinese New Literature), Singapore, 1973, Vo1.3. pp 318-331. However, the original text in 
Coconut Groye has been used here. 
3. Ma Lun, Xinma huawen zUQiia cunxiang (Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese 
Writers), Singapore, 1984, p212. 
4. Fang Xiu, Xinma wenxueshi lunji (Studies on the History of the Chinese Li terature In 
Singapore and Malaysia ), Singapore and Hong Kong, 1986, p78. 
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Laduo, was regarded by the author as an important figure in Malay culture and in no way 
Chinese. The setting for the story is Nanyang. 
Beginning with the short sentence, " Let bygones be bygones, a light is shining ahead, 
so let us work for the present! ", the story runs as follows: 
After parting from Zheng He ( Cheng Ho ),5 Grandpa Laduo leaves the 
world of men to study at Buddha's feet in the Western Heaven. Since then, one 
hundred years have rushed by. 
One day, coming back from sightseeing, Grandpa Laduo suddenly notices in 
the distance there are clouds dyed with blood and mixed with black smoke. This is 
an evil sign!6 Worrying that this denotes some misfortune which will cause 
suffering in his home town, he begins to recall how it was created. His home town 
was his own creation and is so beautiful and lovely that he can never forget it! 
One hundred years before he left Nanyang for the Western Heaven, the 
whole world was in chaos. Only the southern part of Asia was blessed with a calm 
sea and fine weather. Grandpa Laduo decided to settle down and create a new 
world there. 
After a sweeping wind and spring rain, there appeared numerous beautifu l 
islands such as Sumatra, Malaya, and Java. Grandpa Laduo worked hard to 
arrange these islands: he planted trees for strong wood and fruit, and wonderful 
plants and flowers; he put in all kinds of wild and domestic animals; he arranged 
mountains and rivers carefully, and obtained a couple of brown-skinned people 
from God to propagate the land. As a result of Grandpa's hard work, the southern 
part of Asia soon became a land of happiness, with a good climate, picturesque 
natural scenery, a relaxed life, friendly people and no internal chaos, external 
interference, or suffering from hunger or cold. 
Grandpa was satisfied with his creation. Just then, Zheng He (Cheng Ho) 
arrived with many Chinese. Grandpa Laduo and Zheng He immediately found 
themselves like brothers, entirely at ease with each other, and sharing a common 
5 The famous Chinese admiral sent by the Ming Court to Nanyang in the earl y 15th century. 
Notice that this is a romantic story . Such factors as time, characters, place.... are not 
necessari ly described in a logical way. For exam ple, the time the story begins is about 
1930; Cheng Ho, a historical figure in the early 15th century, is described in Nanyang 
about one hundred years before Laduo leaves for the Western Heaven, the paradise where 
Buddha and his followers reside. 
6. In Chinese classical mythology, beautiful clouds symbolize good luck while ugly clouds 
indicate evil luck. However, such clouds can only be seen by gods or extraordinary human 
beings. 
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purpose. Zheng He has the Chinese settle in Grandpa Laduo's creation .. Nanyang 
became even more beautiful as a result of the united effort by the Chinese and the 
indigenous people. 
Later, Grandpa Laduo heard of the paradise in the Western Heaven. Leaving 
the land he created to be administrated by his younger brother Zheng He 7, he went 
to the Western Heaven to study at Buddha's feet.. 
One hundred years have passed since then! 
Grandpa Laduo worries at the ominous sight now before him. "Oh, people of 
my home town, are you all right? Why do such clouds, dyed with blood and mixed 
with black smoke, appear before me? Are you suffering in any way? I must go 
back! I must go back! " As he finds life in the Western Heaven dull and fruitless, 
he is confmned in his decision:" It is so difficult to achieve anything here. I have 
sat all day long quietly listening to Buddha's teaching for a hundred years. But 
what have I achieved? .... I had better go home, I had better go home!" 
In disappointment, Grandpa Laduo returns to his home town where he 
receives a warm welcome from the people. 
He is given a magnificent welcome party inside a splendid hall. There, 
many gorgeous flowers, fresh fruits, sugar cane, fried peanuts, curry chickens 
are presented by the indigenous people, dainties of every kind by the Chinese, and 
Western food by Europeans. People are all so sincere and enthusiastic in greeting 
him. Looking outside, he sees broad roads, tall buildings, buses racing by, trams 
like strange animals, inexplicable electric fires, whale-like steamers in the distant 
sea. He is puzzled. "Why has such a tremendous change taken place within my 
absence of ust one hundred years?" Even while surprised and overjoyed, he 
becomes worried and depressed. 
He loudly asks: " I appreciate your hospitality very much but, as the owner 
here, I know nothing about the changes which have been taking place. Can anyone 
tell me when the buses began to run and buildings constructed here? When did it 
become so prosperous? And when did the Europeans, Americans, Indians, and 
J . ? apanese .... amve . 
.... I also want to know where my younger brother Zheng He is. Why do the 
people here--- who are all my subjects--- look so different: those who are sitting 
closer to me are all dressed up and look well, whereas those far away from me look 
thin and pale and are in rags ? .. .. " 
7 In history, Zheng He only visited Nanyang and did not stay there for long. Here, Zheng He IS 
used as a metaphor to refer to the people of Chinese origin in Malaya. 
68 
A gentleman in a lounge suit, holding a glass of wine, stands and bows to 
Grandpa. He says: " Please allow me, on behalf of my country,8 to give you a 
report. My country is highly-civilized with clever and courageous people. In the 
nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution took place in my country, resulting in 
all kinds of handicraft production units becoming large-scale factories. As a result 
of free competition, many people have become wealthy and taken power into their 
hands. Later, however, the overproduction of industrial goods could not be 
accommodated in our domestic market. Therefore, we decided to extend our market 
overseas, and enable the peasants here, working by their hands alone, to share the 
mechanical products of our country. Dear Laduo, your place is indeed a good 
market! All the people here delight in our products. Therefore, we brothers ---my 
country, the Netherlands, France ... --- all come to do business. It took us a long 
time to make clear who looks after whom. Now, we have decided that I look after 
Malaya; the Netherlands, my younger brother, protects Sumatra and Java .... ; 
America, another younger brother of mine, administers the Philippines.... The 
people here use our products readily, and readily provide us raw materials. These 
, 
places are really our only source of wealth.... Dear Laduo, we are very grateful to 
you, indeed! " 
" Grandpa Laduo! " A short Japanese stands up and says, " my country lags 
behind al l the elder brothers just mentioned, and is unable to share in the good 
fortune with them.... From now on, we must try hard ... to do our duty by sending 
more industrial prooucts to the indigenous people here." 
" At the same time, I must report one thing." A bespectacled Dutchman stands 
up in agitation. "In recent years, influenced by national revolution ... many 
indigenous people have come to stubbornly resist our rule ... In order to maintain 
our position, we have decided to adopt strict measures in co-operation with our 
brothers, so that the wondrous land created by you will not be destroyed." 
" Grandpa Laduo, Your Excellency, I also have something to report on the 
advancement of happiness." A yellow-skinned, pot-bellied Chinese bows to Laduo 
cheerfully and contentedly. " After arriving as followers of Zheng He, we disciples9 
began to lead a crowd of labourers to work. We have accumulated some savings 
through hard work and thrift. Later, these great men (he points to the people who 
have just spoken) came with their commercial goods. We sell them fairly to our 
countrymen and the indigenous people, and earn some interest from this business. 
Gradually we have established a foundation for prosperity. Now we possess 
8 The identity of this country is concealed by the writer, but the context identifies it as 
Britain. 
9. A traditional polite form in which Chinese address themselves to others, especiall y to elders 
or people of higher position. 
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boundless property and endless enjoyment. We owe all these things to these several 
benefactors, and we will work even harder, to repay them .... " 
"Nonsense! Nonsense! Nonsense!. ... " Angry shouting bursts from the 
crowd. The whole party is shocked. Those who spoke earlier now take out pistols. 
"What did you say! Only because Grandpa Laduo deigns to come down do 
we make an exception and allow you to attend this welcome party. Do you want to 
make any trouble now? " 
" Nonsense! " 
" Be quiet! Be quiet ! Everybody! " Laduo says, surprised at this argument. 
"Please listen to me: I hope all my people will live in peace and happiness, instead of 
fighting each other. Anyone can have his say; no one is allowed to interfere with 
others. " 
A tense atmosphere fills the hall; the crowd anticipates a fight. 
" Laduo! " A young man stands up from the crowd. " What they said just now is 
all lies and nonsense .... They become more and more wealthy and their bellies 
bigger and bigger. We become thinner and paler. Laduo! To tell you the truth, 
throughout your land, the so-called golden age has become a time of misery. 
Since x x-ism 10 invaded here, your wonderland has taken on a new name; 
colony. It has become a place squeezed by the colonialists of the world, .... How 
about the people here? They used to be poorly informed, poorly organized, and 
without plans or precautions. So, once the crisis came, they were at a loss, unable to 
recognize the situation and resist. Gradually all has fallen into a deep, bottomless 
hole-- the dream of happiness has disappeared. 
Oh, your land has fallen into capitalism! 
Just look at the recent situation and you will understand. The newspapers are 
full of stories of unemployment, bankruptcy, robbery, killings and starvation. On 
the one hand, big capitalists are developing their business.... even while the 
markets here are depressed. The life of workers is becoming more and more 
difficult; the oil-fields in the Netherlands East Indies have stopped production; the 
unemployed increase quickly; more and more poor women are becoming 
prostitutes .... The middle class are finding it hard to stay in business, while those 
with little property have fallen into misery beyond description.... We once worked 
hard to enable them to become wealthy, but now, we are repaid with unemployment 
and hunger. Society is becoming daily more chaotic and class divisions have 
become clearer and clearer ... 
Oh, Laduo! Your land has fallen into capitalism, and it now declines along 
with capitalism in the world! " 
10 It is like this in the text. 
70 
On hearing this, the crowd bursts into thunderous applause. 
Just then, a person in a rimless hat and a scarf-like sarong stands up. Isn't 
he one of the people Grandpa Laduo obtained from God?11 He cries bitterly, like a 
baby who has lost his mother. 
"My only Lord! We have come to the end! We have come to the end! 
The place is filled with thistles and thorns now .... Who would have expected 
the former owners [i.e. the Malays] would have become slaves? Who would have 
expected that the formerly glorious people would be forced to wail at the comers of 
others' walls ? ... We have lost our identity as a people! 
Oh, my only Lord! You did not give us strength or the spirit of resistance. 
You did not give us clear-mindedness. Thus, we are not able to resist the 
Europeans and the Americans, nor can we compete with the Japanese ... We have 
failed! We have failed! 
A minority of us have been bought over by others and have forgotten our 
glorious history; a majority of us are suffering and wandering in unprecedented 
mIsery .... 
My only Lord! We have come to the end! We have come to the end! " 
Another man, a Kling [Indian], says bitterly: " When we were in our 
motherland, we heard there was a wondrous land in the southern part of Asia .... we 
overcame all kinds of difficulties to journey here.... However, where is the 
wondrous land? ... We have got nothing but double misery; building roads [in 
poor conditions and with little payment]; suffering from hard work, hunger and 
cold; receiving only insult, oppression and impoverishment from others ... Where 
is the wondrous land? Where is sympathy? 
Laduo, your place is no longer the land of happiness ! " 
A Chinese continues in the same bitter tone: " Who first came here? We 
Chinese! ... . Who are most numerous here? We Chinese! Who has made the 
greatest contribution ? We Chinese! ... However, ... once cities have been built 
and the land cleared, we have been abandoned ! 
Our industriousness and frugality are not enough to resist organized attacks 
through culture, politics and economy .... 
Our motherland lies under the icy fingers of diabolical war-lords ... countless 
innocent people ... take refuge here. Without relatives and friends, they wander in 
the unfamiliar roads, a merciless wind buffeting them and storms beating their 
heads .. .. 
11 The Malays. 
71 
Perhaps a few have become millionaires after decades of hard struggle. 
However, they are not our glory! They help the foreigners destroy us, heedless of 
the hunger and unemployment of their countrymen ! .... It 
At hearing all this, Grandpa Laduo bursts out. It I. .. must remould this hell 
into a paradise.. and so enable the people to return to the light. It 
The atmosphere becomes tense; the pot-bellied and high-nosed 12 become 
angry and then, turning to Grandpa Laduo, they say softly: "Laduo! Don't be 
upset! Don't cry! This crowd is fooling you. They are talking nonsense ... Don't 
trust them! It is we who are the creators! Unemployment results from market 
depression; death from hunger is due to their laziness; bankrupcy is due to their poor 
capabilities; prostitution comes from their loose morals; they become robbers 
because of their malice and cruel-mindedness ... Who else except themselves can 
they complain of ? Leave them aside! ... We will show you magnificent factories, 
companies and machines, all of which will make you feel happy! " 
Then the pot-bellied and the high-nosed take Grandpa Laduo on a tour around 
the land. This presents striking contrasts: on the one hand, the modem industry 
has advanced machinery; its products are of superior quality; and the work places 
and residences of the Europeans and Chinese upper class are luxurious. However, 
on the other hand, the workers, pale and skinny, toil for long hours, and live in 
terrible conditions; the sick are found dying without care. In the areas where the 
unemployed live, there are pitiful sights. Nevertheless, the pot-bellied and the high-
nosed continue to boast and trumpet their own contributions to local development. 
Refusing to listen any more, Grandpa ~aduo begins to ponder the reasons 
for all these social phenomena. He feels upset about his people's misery and realizes 
that he must shoulder his task in the manner of a sage. His world has come to a 
state badly in need of reform. 
What is more, he has recently found an in1portant theory! The theory has 
helped him realize that ---" Human beings are part of nature. Human beings and 
nature control each other, and [in human society], people relate to each other. Under 
such circumstances, human beings obtain the means of production, develop the 
force of production, build the instruments of production, and bring into being varied 
kinds of ideology. All these are the elements of human history." Following this, 
the story gives a basic Marxist-Leninist outline of the relationship between the 
owner and producer, the relationships of production, and the historical development 
of human society. 
There follows a brief account of proletarian revolutionary struggles in Europe. 
12 Europeans. 
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Grandpa Laduo is delighted to realize that this theory sheds new light on the 
situation in Nanyang. He sees that the whole world is developing irresistibly in the 
direction indicated by the theory. He wants to cry out: " Arise! Slaves in hunger 
d ld "13 an co ..... 
Afterwards, Grandpa Laduo develops certain principles to remould society: 1) 
organize a revolutionary government, completely different from the old one which 
has helped the bourgeoisie oppress the people; 2) remould the old corrupt schools 
along revolutionary lines, emphasizing training in revolutionary theory and 
practical knowledge; 3)provide good medical care and reduce the death rate; 4) set 
up kindergartens to enable children to grow up well and also reduce their parents' 
burdens; 5) establish committees to deal with public affairs, among which the two 
biggest should be the Commercial Administration Bureau and the Works' 
Administration Bureau: the former to deal with prices of goods and distribution of 
products; the latter to protect workers' interests; 6) set up research institutes for 
scientific and political studies, and select people to go all over the world in search of 
knowledge; 7)wipe out racial discrimination, all evils and crime; 8) establish 
equality between employer and employee, use modern machines, and employ 
advanced scientific technology, so that workers need only work four hours per day; 
9) liberate women and enable them to contribute in politics, economy, education 
and all other fields; 10) guarantee real freedom in organizing gatherings, establishing 
associations and publishing; 11) remould evil people into good and useful people; 
look after the old, the sick, the disabled, orphans, and widows, etc; 12) provide 
workers' clubs for relaxation, education, political studies, sports, and all kinds of 
recreational activities. 
After gaining a clear insight into the situation in his land, and working out a 
scheme to remedy it, Grandpa Laduo is overjoyed, imagining that Nanyang will 
now become a real paradise in accordance with his theory. 
3. The Value of the Story 
"Grandpa Laduo" is an instructive example of how one locally born Malayan Chinese 
writer responded to his environment and perceived colonial society. 
The story first reveals the cultural impact upon the author: raised locally, he has been 
culturally influenced by the mixed society of Chinese, Malays, Europeans and Indians. His 
conception of God, as shown in the story, is a good example of this. Interestingly, it brings 
13. I.e. an Ctllusion to the International Song. 
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three religions together. By his people, Grandpa Laduo is addressed as" My only Lord! " [ an 
allusion to the Islamic God-- Allah]", implying that they are Muslims; Grandpa Laduo goes to 
Western Heaven to study at Buddha's feet; initially, however, during the creation, he "obtains 
a brown-skinned couple from God to propagate the land". This is similar to the story which 
appears in Christianity, Islam and Judaism, in which the ftrst pair of human beings is placed 
by God to propagate the land. 
Of Chinese origin, and perhaps Chinese-educated, Haidishan simultaneously reveals the 
impact of Chinese culture upon himself. From the story itself, we can see his familiarity with 
classic Chinese fiction. He refers to at least two famous tales; Dream of the Red Chamber and 
Journey to the West, and uses ftgures and events from Dream of Red Chamber as metaphors. 
For example, describing Grandpa Laduo's confusion when he returns to Nanyang from the 
Western Heaven and sees the tremendous changes there, the author writes: " .... [ he was] just 
as nervous and restless as Grandma Liu when she enters the Daguan Garden." (p321)14 From 
Journey to the West, the author borrows the idea of going to Western Heaven to study under 
the Buddha,15 together with description of the life of Buddha's students there. 
Bearing such a mixed cultural heritage, Haidishan stands neither completely with the 
Chinese nor with the Malays. Instead, his view surpasses the limits of ethnicity. It is noticeable, 
however, that his stand-point has already shifted from that of the Chinese towards that of the 
Malays. Grandpa Laduo is possibly a spirit in Malay belief and not only concerns himself 
with the Chinese, but with the Malays, and the Klings (Indians). The author's view, or rather 
Grandpa's view in the story, is not limited to the area called Malaysia and Singapore today, the 
primary concern of most of the Malayan Chinese writers, but extends as far as Java, Sumatra, 
the Philippines, and the whole Nanyang region. 
14. In Dream of Red Chamber, Grandma Liu is a poor, old country woman and Daguan Garden is 
the luxurious property of the very wealthy Jia family. When Grandma Liu first enters 
Daguan Garden, she is so surprised at the luxurious surroundings she makes a lot of funny 
mistakes. 
15 .J ourney to the West describes all kinds of difficulties which Tangseng and his follow ers 
come across on their journey to Western Heaven to get a Buddhist Scripture and study it 
under Buddha's supervIslOn. 
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Rich in imagination, surpassing the limitations of time and space, Haidishan shows 
originality in bringing together myth and human life, imagination and reality, past and present, 
practice and theory. The author not only allows his imagination to rise to the Western heaven, 
he also has his feet planted fmnly on the solid ground of his society. He sees the Indonesian 
nationalist movement, surging forward and then experiencing ups and down in the 1930s; he 
sees the anti-communist revolt in 1926, in which the Dutch forcefully suppressed the anti-
colonial elements; above all, he sees clearly the main social conflict, that between foreign 
exploiter and native exploited. 
It is obvious that the author has studied the theory of Marxist-Leninism on capitalism, 
imperialism and colonialism. This shapes his observation of society, the way he analyzes social 
conflicts, and the nature of his ideal plan for social refonn. He classifies people in society 
according to their class status rather than ethnicity, and considers their respective economic 
status over racial differences. People are regarded as different not just because of differences 
in skin colour, but primarily because they act differently in the colonial economy. In the grand 
welcome party, Grandpa Laduo notices the difference between rich and poor rather than that 
between races when he asks, " why do the people here .... look so different: those who are 
sitting closer to me are all dressed up and look well, whereas those far away from me look thin 
and pale and are in rags ?" Chinese are divided into two groups: the pot-belly who say they 
"have gained boundless property and endless enjoyment" from co-operation with the 
colonialists; and those who have suffered from the situation. The Japanese stand together with 
the Western colonialists and call them "elder brothers". This is an aspect rarely seen in other 
sources. Secondly, in this story, Grandpa Laduo regards Zheng He as " a very capable man", 
and his brother. "Nanyang becomes more beautiful as a result of common efforts by the 
Chinese and indigenous people". The two races are joined in the comn10n struggle to establish a 
good life and they co-operate for mutual benefit. This gives a good image of the Chinese to the 
indigenous people. At the end of the story, Grandpa Laduo's scheme to remould his land and 
create a real paradise demands that they "wipe out racial discrimination". The author is clearly 
advocating racial unity, with the Marxist goal of internationalizing the whole world in n1ind. 
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More specifically, his understanding of Marxist theory influences his depiction of the 
upper class (the British, Dutch, Japanese, Americans, and successful Chinese businessmen) 
and the lower class ( the Malays, the Klings [Indians], Chinese coolies, women and child 
labourers ). These are shown in tenns of the roles played by them in the fonnation of colonial 
society; their respective satisfactions, discontents, worries, and desires. For example, the 
author has a Marxist explanation of why Nanyang has been colonized (overproduction as a 
result of the industrial revolution in Europe). He has the notion that the Japanese see themselves 
lagging behind in their competition with the Western colonialists, and are ambitious to catch 
up. All the comments made to Grandpa Laduo by the respective parties accord accurately with 
their history and status. 
Finally, it is again under the guidance of the Marx-Leninism that Haidishan, in the person 
of Grandpa Laduo, conceives his plan for social reform of Nanyang colonial society. 
Seen thus, "Grandpa Laduo" is indeed a rewarding work. It well illustrates how a locally 
born, Chinese educated Malayan Chinese writer, with mixed cultural influences, and working 
in the high tide of Malayan Chinese proletarian literature, reacted to his particular environment. 
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CHAPTER VI 
~ 
THICK SMOKE : PROBLEMS OF 
CHINESE EDUCATION IN NANY ANG 
1, The Author 
Lin Cantian (~k "-1904 -1972, also known as Lin Meng #~), the author of Thick 
Smoke, was born in Zhejiang province, China, and arrived in the Nanyang region about 
1927.1 From 1930, he began to publish literary work in supplements to Chinese newspapers. 
In the period from 1932 to 1936, he and Zhang Tianbai2 were regarded as the most active 
and productive writers in Malayan Chinese literature.3 His major publications are Thick 
Smoke (Nongyian, a novel, 1936), Taoke and Coolie (Taojia he kuli, a collection of short 
stories, 1951), Last Remnants of Sorrow (Yu ai, a collection of short stories, 1960), 
and Hot Miasma ( Re zhang, a novel, 1961). Lin Cantian spent 37 years working as teacher 
or principal in Chinese schools in Nanyang and wrote a wide range of literary works in his 
spare time. He retired from educational work in 1964 and died in Kuala Lumpur in 1972 at the 
age of 69.4 
Unfortunately, in the available sources, little seems to be known about where Lin 
Cantian grew up, his experiences before arriving in the Malayan region at the age of 23, his 
ideological and political attitudes, or how these were formed. However, the following factors 
may shed some light on his intellectual background. 
I .The time when Lin Can Tian came to the South Sea is stated differently in books by different 
authors. In this paper, I define the time according to what he said in the preface of Th j ck 
Smoke: he had been in the South Sea for nine years when he wrote the book in August 1935, 
so he arrived in about 1926-7. 
2 Zhang Tianbai (19 02-?), born in China, came to Nanyang in 1930. He, mainly as commentator, 
and Lin Cantian, mainly as novelist, are regarded as the most active and productive writers 
in Malayan Chinese literature from 1932 to 1936. See Ma Lun, Xinma huawe n zuoiia 
cunxiang (Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese Writers) Singapore, 1984, 
p 11; Fang Xiu, Mah ua wenxuo shigao (Notes on the Hi story of Malayan Chinese Literature), 
Singapore, 1963, Vol. 2, pp61 -64. 
3. Ma Lun, Xinma huawen zuo jia cunxiang ( Biographies of Malaysian and Singaporean Chinese 
Writers ), Singapore, 1984, p 12. 
4. Ibid. 
* See Lin Cantian, Nongyian (Thick Smoke), Shanghai, 1936. All the page numbers in this chapter refer to this 
source. 
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Firstly, the May Fourth Movement of 1919 and the political conflict between the KMT 
and the CCP in 1927 were two of the most important and influential events in the modern 
history of China. In 1919, Lin Cantian was just 15 years old. In this important period of his 
development, it is probable that he was to some extent influenced by these events. As a native 
of Zhejiang province, adjacent to Shanghai, we may assume that, by the time he arrived in 
Nanyang in 1927, this literary-minded young man had been exposed to the influence of 
radical literary organizations such as the Literature Studies AssociationS and the 
Creation Society,6 both of which were based in Shanghai. Also, Thick Smoke was listed in 
the Series of Literary Works, compiled by the Literary Society. The main compilers were 
Guo Morno, Lu Xun and Ba Jin, so, it is very possible he had direct or indirect contact with 
Left-Wing writers. His other literary works, like Hot Miasma, focused on revealing the 
social and class contradictions of society, and he employed Marxist theory to analyse some 
important social problems'? Fourthly, some of his close friends, like Tan Yuanshan,8 were 
active advocates of the spirit of the May Fourth Movement. Taking all this into consideration, 
it is reasonable to assume that at the time of writing Thick Smoke, Lin was a young reformist, 
influenced by the radical ideological tendencies then present and filled with revolutionary 
enthusiasm. 
2 . The Story 
5 Founded in January 1921 in Beijing, the Literature Studies Association is one of the earliest 
major literary associations. influenced by the May Fourth Movement in China. 
6 
7 
Founded in Japan in July 192 / but having most of its publications in China the Creation 
Society was one of the most active and influent ial literary associations in China in the 
1920s From about 1921 to 1926 , i t was characterized b y advocating liberation of 
individualism and, from 1927. to a great extent turned to proletarian literature. It was 
banned by the KMT government in 1929. 
For example . Lin Cantian referred N anyang as a 'I * Nt' (sem i-feudalist) society [ p427] 
[p427 ] in the novel), in a term borrowed from the Marxist writings. 
8 Tan Yuan shan ( 1901-1983) was one of the leading editors and writers in Malayan Chinese 
li tera ture from 1925 to 1928 . Born in China. he used to be a member of the Literature 
Studies Association of China before he came to Nanyang in 1924. From 1928 to 1983. he 
lived in India, and worked as professor and dean in the International University of India 
for many years. 
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Thick Smoke is the only published novel written by a Malayan Chinese author in the 
period from 1920 down to 1962.9 Centring on educational problems, the book contains 
200,000 Chinese characters on 488 pages. It was fIrst published by Shenghuo Bookshop in 
Shanghai in July 1936. 
Lin Cantian intended his readership to be the mainland Chinese as can be seen from the 
preface to the book: "The author has been away from his motherland for nine years. This is 
the fIrst time for him to return to his country. I am sorry to say, I have done nothing but grow 
older and let my beard become longer. May I comfort my dear mother and fatherland with this 
tiny book (Thick Smoke), for I have nothing else to offer as a present" (preface p3). 
Thick Smoke was to be written in a realistic style. Lin Cantian explained his purpose 
clearly in the preface: 
"Thick Smoke is a novel about the problems of Chinese education in 
Nanyang . Nobody who has served in Chinese education here would deny the 
seriousness of these questions. My purpose in writing this novel is to provide 
some point of reference about some of these serious problems to those who 
concern themselves with the matter. 
I have been engaged in Chinese education in N anyang for nine years, 
serving as a teacher or school principal. I have left my footprints allover the Malay 
Peninsula. Although I cannot say I have a thorough understanding of education, I 
have had some insight into what is going on behind the scenes, including both the 
good and the bad. I am indeed sorry at being unable to discover the causes of the 
problems, and the ways in which they can be solved. I do not have a sufficient 
knowledge of education. 
To avoid seeing a doctor to discuss one's illness is the most terrible 
shortcoming of the Chinese. They tend to ignore most serious problems, jus t 
continuing to fool themselves and do things in the same old way. This attitude will 
lead to a situation in which the illness becomes incurable. We cannot avoid making 
mistakes; the real danger lies in our refusal to correct mistakes. I write this novel 
with a sense of guilt. The bad aspects revealed in this book about the situation of 
Chinese education outweigh the good. Some people might accuse me of 
embarrassing us in front of outsiders. However, I do not accept this attitude. We 
9 Fang Xiu, Mahua wenxuo shigao (Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese Literature.L 
Singapore, 1963, Vol. 3, pp 65-66. 
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must understand that the educational cause does not belong to one society alone. Its 
results influence the happiness of all mankind. The education process would 
become hopeless if we, who are engaged in the profession of education, refuse to 
discuss the problems openly just because we lack understanding of the importance 
of these problems or regard education as our private business. At the present time, 
Chinese education in Nanyang is shrouded in a thick smoke. Since we are unable 
to solve these problems by ourselves, we might as well bring them into the open, 
in the hope that a bright road might be pointed out to us by some clever 
educationalists both in China and overseas." ( Preface, pp 1-2 ) 
It is clear from this that Lin Cantian was deeply concerned for Chinese education in 
Nanyang, and intended to use his novel as means of revealing the problems within the system 
to his contemporaries. It is also clear that he hoped to attract attention and gain support to 
solve these problems. 
Thick Smoke deals with Chinese education in Nanyang in the late 1920s and illustrates 
the confrontation between conservatives among locally-born Malayan Chinese and a radical 
force, headed by a young teacher and students advocating reform of education in the spirit of 
the May Fourth Movement. 
The story takes place in Guo Min School in the "State of Crying Baby" ,10 "a small 
unfederated state on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula "( p2). It is described as "a state with 
a backward economy and poor production, obviously lagging several centuries behind 
Singapore "(p62). The major characters in the novel are : Zhou Junshi, the school principal, 
and Mao Zhengdong , the school dean, both of whom arrived from China several years earlier 
and have been teaching in Chinese schools ever since. There is also Li Mingzhi, a new teacher 
who has just arrived from China; Selvarajah,11 a new Indian teacher of English; and Chen 
10. This name is assumed to have been created by the author to refer to "the small unfe derated 
state" where the story takes place. It is said in the novel that the name was given by the 
first Chinese who went there on hearing some birds crying like babies. 
11. The Indian teacher has three names: Selvarajah, his original Indian name; Hassan, a Malay 
name given by his Malay friends; and Fusheng (i-1F~) meaning "born in the land of Buddha", 
given by a Chinese teacher. Fusheng is ' used most of the time in this book. 
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Fancun, the locally-born, middle-aged president of the School Constituted Committee. 12 Apart 
from the president, all these teachers are in their 20s. 
Before giving an introduction to the story, it should be mentioned that there is much 
description of little relevance to the main theme of the story. Perhaps Lin Cantian considered 
his audience in mainland China would know little about life in the area. Consequently, he 
employed about one third of the book, six of the first seven chapters, to describe the 
experiences of the principal and teachers on their trip from Singapore to the State of Crying 
Baby, and the nature and society which they found on arrival. 13 In order to provide a vivid 
and detailed description about Nanyang to his audience in China, Lin tried to portray the 
tropical natural scenery in considerable detail. He also introduced to his readers the great 
diversity, in terms of languages, lifestyles, the physical features, religion, occupation, social 
and economic mores of the Malays, the Klings (Indians), Arabs, Chinese, Babas and 
Nyonyas. All these people might be seen mingling in public while to a great extent adhering to 
their original cultures. In many places, the author duplicated the sound of the various languages 
in Nanyang by using equivalent Chinese phonemes and adding explanation of the meaning. He 
also managed to show the extent to which these languages were mixed in oral communication. 
12. In his book The Chinese in Malaya (London, 1948 , pp229-230) , V.Purcell divided Chinese 
schools in Malaya into three categori es: (1) "those managed by properly constituted 
committees"; (2) "Pseudo-public schools, i.e. schools organized by one or more teachers who 
chose their own 'committee members'''; and (3) " Private schools run by teachers who relied 
on school fees". In the first category, schools were usually run by district or surname 
associations or by the associations or by the Chinese families in a certain town or district. 
When a school was run by a district, the money to run the school was usually donated by 
some wealthy Chinese shopkeepers, who made up a committee which is commonly called " " 
in Chinese and " School Constituted Committee" by V.Purcell in English. In this paper, I use 
the term given by Purcell. The School Constituted Committee did not participate the 
teaching work, but has very great power to make decisions in all school affairs, because the 
money to run schools were donated by them. The Guo Min School in Thick Smoke is of this 
kind. This structure dealing with Chinese education is rather complicated. To avoid being 
confused about their respective positions and tasks, notice that, in this chapter, the School 
Constituted Committee has three major members: the school president, who is the top person 
of the Committee; the school governor, who nominally looks after teaching affairs; the school 
treasurer, who handles financial problems. These three members does not involve in 
teaching activities themselves; but are holding absolute power, if they want to. Also notice 
that the school principal is employed by the Committee to look after teaching affairs 
practically but has little power, since he does not donate money. 
13. Having too much description, which is not relevant to the theme of the story, is considered 
by some well- known commentators of the Malayan Chinese literature, such as Fang Xiu and 
Miao Xiu, as the major shortcoming of the book. 
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The author explained to his audience in China what kind of people the Malays, Klings, 
Babas and Nyonyas were. The introduction given by the school principal and dean to new 
teachers from China notices that the Malays are friendly but not very hard-working: " Their 
spirit of mutual help is admirable. For example, today, a family which has caught fish will 
offer some to a family which hasn't. They not only share fish but everything" (p 125). The 
principal further notes that, "The people in tropical areas are not as hard-working as those in 
temperate areas like China because of the hot weather." (p92) As for the Babas and 
Nyonyas, detailed description is given to show how different the Babas and Nyonyas have 
become and yet, at the same time, to what extent they still remain essentially Chinese. One 
example shows that some Nyonyas had Malay beliefs: a middle-aged Nyonya refuses to 
allow a new teacher just arrived from China to take her photo because she is worried that she 
will become vulnerable to Malay magic if her spirit is captured in a photo. Another example 
of the cultural confrontation facing the Malayan Chinese occurs when the first wedding in 
European style took place in the State of the Crying Baby several years before. The mother of 
the Nyonya bride shouted angrily and cried, considering it an insult to see her daugh ter 
wearing white, the specific colour for funerals in China. In the late 1920s, most of the 
Malayan Chinese in the region would have had two wedding ceremonies: first, a public 
wedding to show how modem they were, then, another in the bridegroom's home in the old 
Chinese style to show their adherence to tradition. 
The part of the story relevant to Chinese education may be abstracted as follows. 
Several months have passed since the school principal met the two new teachers from 
China in Singapore and took them back to the State of Crying Baby. The students have made 
some progress in their course work and obedience to school discipline. The School Consti tuted 
Committee,14 however, is highly dissatisfied with the behaviour of those students who are 
influenced by the spirit of the May Fourth Movement. This dissatisfaction is well illustrated in 
a meeting between the committee and the school principal: 
" 'Recently the students have become very bad! 'The president said angrily. 
14 See note 12 of this chapter. 
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The committee treasurer purposely turned away to get himself a cup of tea. 
The committee secretary smiled up at the, medicine l:x>ttles in the cupboard, a cigarette 
in his mouth. At the president's words, the principal immediately became worried. 
'What have they done?' The principal pretended ignorance. 
'These students are always arguing with their elders in the streets about free 
love, free marriage, overthrowing old customs, rebellion against the dictatorial 
family system, the evils of a feudalist society, .... This is disgraceful! In all my 
long years, I have never seen such scoundrels! When they see their elders, they 
just raise their heads, pretending to see nothing. They are supercilious and without a 
trace of manners! 
'They will all become communists one day! .. .. "' (pp 159-160) 
About this time, one teacher of English decides to resign from the school in order to get 
another job with higher salary. At a meeting of the School Constituted Committee, the school 
governor15 recommends one of his Kling [ Indian] friends to fill the gap. Initially, the school 
principal does not agree, considering that Chinese-educated students with very little knowledge 
of English would have difficulty with an Indian who does not know Chinese. However, he is 
persuaded by the displeasure on the face of the school governor in response to his objection. 
The principal knows very well that even his job can be given or taken away by the School 
Constituted Committee. He does not have much real power. Authority over the employment or 
dismissal of teachers, as well as over any other school matter, is all in the hands of the School 
Constituted Committee which provides the financial support. This is the general situation of 
Chinese education in the Malayan region. 
The Indian teacher arrives, and appears to get along well with the Chinese teachers. He 
is determined to try his best as a teacher and get promotion. However, some tension occurs 
between him and the students. It begins partially over some misunderstanding from the 
language barrier, and partially over the corporal punishment which he metes out. He also feels 
15.0ne member of the School Constituted Committee, whose main task is to look afte r the 
teaching affairs. Actually, he does participates the teaching work; and does not even 
graduated from middle school. He is mainly "elected" by reason of having donated money to 
the school, and appears to be concerned with the school. 
83 
humiliated when he sees that the students respect the opinion of Mao Zhengdong, the school 
dean, but dismiss his own. The school governor supports Fusheng's "whipping policy" 
[ corporal punishment], because this is the conventional policy of Guo Min School. 
The increasing tension between Fusheng and his students leads to a " breakout", when 
Fusheng sees the slogan "~ ;)(1 ~ t~x ~ !" [ Oppose slave education! 1 in big Chinese 
characters on his blackboard. He jumps to the conclusion that the students think him 
" t ,i) -J..~ "[ a colonial slave] (p242), since he only recognizes the Chinese 
character for slave. The class monitor explains the meaning to him and, on behalf of the 
students, asks him to cease the "whipping policy". Outwardly, Fusheng agrees, on condition 
that the students study hard. At heart, however, he remains angry, still believing that they 
think him" a colonial slave". The following morning, he enters the classroom, still with the 
whip in hand. Some naughty students purposely and repeatedly callout" Good Morning! " in 
a provocative manner and some make faces at him. Fusheng becomes furious and gives three 
heavy blows of the whip to the student who appears the naughtist. The student screams at the 
beating, and the whole class dissolves into chaos. Unable to contimue, Fusheng leaves the 
classroom angrily. 
Talking to the school governor about this class unrest, Fusheng accuses Mao Zhengdong 
of pulling strings behind the scenes, and offers to resign from the school. 
Mao Zhengdong has openly expressed anti-feudal opinions before his students and in 
meetings with teachers. The school governor, therefore, decides to make him resign instead 
of Fusheng. This is partly because of his close private relationship with Fusheng, and partly 
because he fears the spirit of the May Fourth Movement brought by Mao Zhengdong will cause 
greater trouble at school. The following conversation takes place in a meeting of the School 
Constituted Committee. It reveals the excuse is found to make Mao Zhengdong resign. 
, We can take him to court as a communist!' 
, If the government cannot find the evidence, we will be accused of having 
lodged a false accusation.' 
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'We can find evidence. Last time when we were traveling in Cheng Ho Town, 
he uttered something about 'communist systems" in the village. This shows that 
he is a communist.' 
'Well! Well! Here is the evidence! .... I found a book about the economy of 
the Soviet Union lying on his floor. The Soviet Union is a famous communist 
country. He reads books about it. What is he if not a communist?" 
'I can also prove that he is a communist. Mao Zedong, the present leader of the 
Chinese Communist Party, is from Hunan Province. The dean is called Mao Zheng 
Dong, and is also from Hunan Province. The two must be brothers.' 
'Right! Right! He must be a communist. He would not have been so reckless, 
had he not been a communist" (pp391-392). 
Parallel to this unrest in the school, another serious problem arises before the teachers and 
School Constituted Committee. It was common in the Malayan region at that time for some 
school teachers to try and get influential members of the School Constituted Committee as their 
nominal parents.16 This was mainly for the sake of keeping their jobs. In the story, a struggle 
arises between two locally-born women, whose husbands, Mr You and Mr Yan, are both 
powerful members of the School Constituted Committee. The issue concerns the continued 
employment of two female teachers who are their respective nominal daughters. As a result of 
this problem, the internal relationships among the members of the School Constituted 
Committee become troubled and a series of conflicts follow between Mr You and Mr Yan and 
their respective followers. 
Mao Zhengdong, meanwhile, continues to spread the spirit of the May Fourth Movement. 
More and more students are drawn to him. When the principal, teachers, and students 
# 
suddenly learn that the School Constituted Committee has decided to dismiss Mao 
Zhengdong, they are sick at heart. They all consider him a good colleague and teacher. 
16. In China, traditionally, some people would have some other people of close relationship but 
in roughly different generation as either their nominal parents or nominal children. Among 
these people, however, some would try to have those powerful or wealthy people as their 
nominal direct relatives, just for their own benefit rather than for a pure personal 
relationship, as is such a case in this story. 
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At the end of the story, Mao Zhengdong leaves the State of the Crying Baby to study in 
India. Shortly after his departure, Fusheng resigns from the school, finding it difficult to carry 
on teaching there. 
According to his original writing plan, Lin Cantian intended to develop the story 
slightly further. However, he had to finish writing in August 1935, four months earlier than 
originally planned, to go back to China because of his father's death (preface, p3) 
3. The Value of the Story 
Thick Smoke sheds light on the confrontaion between the conservative and reformist 
forces in Chinese education in the Malayan region. 
Represented by the School Constituted Committee, the conservative force insists that 
students be confined to reading books and disciplined by a "whipping policy" (corporal 
punishment), instead of concerning themselves with politics and being allowed to argue with 
their teachers. The members of the committee are shocked at the behaviour of the students and 
the targets of their criticism, such as marital customs, tradition, and the family system. On the 
whole, content with things as they are, the conservative force sticks to tradition, always trying 
to keep Chinese education running in the conventional track, and opposing any suggestion of 
reform. 
Apart from sticking to conventions in Chinese education, the conservative force holds that 
education should set its goal as training students for a more practical purpose, in other words, 
to foster the ability of studentsto earn their living after graduation. This is very clearly stated by 
the Governor17 in a speech given at a meeting of students: 
" .... English is the most crucial thing to earn a living in Nanyang. Do you understand? In 
Nanyang, we should know English first, Malay second, and Chinese should be put in third 
place. No matter what you might hope to do in the future, either engage in private business or 
work for the Royal government, how can you get a job without knowing English and Malay?" 
(p332) 
1 7. See note 12 of this chapter. 
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" Weare planning to make some changes in teaching course: reduce the time for teaching 
Chinese as six hours per week are quite enough; cancel all those painting, handicrafts, physical 
training and singing courses. We are spending money on them, but what are their uses? We 
should spend all the remaining hours teaching English and Malay. Only by so doing will you 
be of some use after leaving school." (pp 332-333) 
On the other side, Mao Zhengdong appears in the novel as the representative of the radical 
force which wants to expose and eradicate the problems of Chinese education. The general 
view of Mao Zhengdong is that there is no concrete and correct principle to govern 
education. He says, "There is no distinction between the good and the bad in Chinese 
education." (p95), " . .It is in this situation that Chinese education has been sacrificed" (p96). 
Mao deplores the lack of progressivism, noting that, " 'The situation of the Malayan Chinese 
society is (now in the late 1920s) just like that of China before the May Fourth Movement of 
1919. '" (p 143 ) 
A major hurdle to reform is the relationship between the School Constituted Committee 
and the teaching staff. Mao Zhengdong points out that the former, consisting of men who only 
donate money but do not concern themselves at all with education, has absolute authority 
over the school principal and the teachers. As he says, "The School Constituted Committee is 
the father of the King18 in all school affairs. A principal cannot avoid meeting with rebuffs if 
he takes any measure which hasn't been approved by the Committee" (p 150). "The school 
principal has no power. He has to request instructions from the School Constituted Committee 
before making any decision" (pI 50). "Their donations are actually for nothing but to maintain 
their fine names. Can you get one penny from them if you don't give them a seat ( in the 
Committee)?" (p94) " The members of the Committee do not have any concern for school 
affairs .... They only believe what their relatives or friends say. '" ( p96) 
18. According to Confucianism, all the people in a country are subject to the King while, in a 
family, all people are subject to the father. Here, " the father of the King" means the most 
powerful. 
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As for teachers, Mao Zhengdong is equally critical of their poor qualifications and bad 
behaviour. He says that, " Speaking seriously, 99% of the teachers in Chinese schools in 
Nanyang are all rice buckets (i.e. taking salaries but contributing nothing).... The bad ones 
do not teach at all. Others teach, but, as soon as school is over, they go gambling; some 
even rent rooms to keep prostitutes. Their students' homework remains untouched for half a 
year." (p95) 
While dissatisfied with the qualification and behaviour of teachers, Mao Zhengdong 
seems to be even more dissatisfied with the the attitudes of the students' parents 
towards education, and the uncertainty of a teacher's position and life. This uncertainty, Mao 
believes, may be the reason why teachers do not do their jobs well. He reveals that, "The 
only thing concerning parents is how to keep their businesses and make a fortune. Teachers 
are nothing more than coolies who are employed to look after their children" (p97). 
Also,"Those teachers who take education seriously are quick to lose their jobs whereas 
those who are muddle-headoo can keep their jobs for ever" (p95). One example of this is, " If a 
school teacher's report goes to the parents saying that their children are not getting on well at 
school, or can not pass the exams, the teacher will be attacked (by the parents) as 'a rice 
bucket', who knows nothing about teaching" (p97). The result of this is that, "in Chinese 
schools in Nanyang , it is common to change four teachers within one month!" (p41). 
Mao Zhengdong considers that unsuitable textbooks is one of the major problems in 
Malayan Chinese education. As he explains," .... this is a serious problem. The textbooks 
used here are all the same as those in China. Without any changes, how can they be applied to 
the local situation here? .... If you ask a graduate from primary school or middle school what 
the Federation of Malaya is, where the Straits Settlements are, what orientation Singapore and 
Penang are in, how the Malay people develop, where you are staying now, what products 
there are in the place where you live, and what are its communications, he cannot give any 
answer" (p 102). 
Above all, as seen from the story, the most serious problem of Chinese education in 
Malaya and elsewhere lay in the power of the School Constituted Committee. While it had 
absolute power over school affairs, its members knew nothing about education ,and made no 
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real effort to run the schools properly. What most influenced their decisions was personal 
emotion. This is alluded to by Mao Zhengdong when he says, " The temperament of the 
Malayan Chinese is too emotional; they have no eye for reason" (p96). 
The above-mentioned confrontation between the conservative and reformist forces 
illustrates differing reactions of Malayan Chinese to local reality. The fonner, mainly locally 
born Babas, tend to stick to conventional education and to fix themselves into the local 
economic structure. Their feeling for the land of their ancestors becomes gradually blunted. 
The refonners are mainly newcomers from China who have been influenced in varying 
degrees by the May Fourth Movement. Their wish is to refonn the whole Chinese educational 
system in Nanyang, taking the spirit of the May Fourth Movement --- equality, freedom, 
democracy, and science--- as their guide. The sense of China is stronger in the reformers than 
the conservative. However, this is a sense of China in transition, a China which is moving 
towards progress. Consequently, they demand refonns and refuse to passively accept the 
confines of outmoded. convention. 
At the time of writing Thick Smoke, Lin Cantian was a young man with twenty-
four years of life in China and nine in the Malayan peninsula serving Chinese education. 
The book was written from the viewpoint of a person who had been both an outsider and 
an insider. In order to convey his dual experience, he skillfully characterized one outsider, 
a young man newly arrived from China; and two insiders, the principal and dean of the 
school, both of whom have been deeply involved in Chinese education for a number of 
years. The author himself is easily recognised as a combination of these characters when we 
make the link with his own experience. As an outsider from China, he would always draw 
mental comparisons between the educational situation in China and Malaya, and be keen to 
find out the merits and shortcomings of each system, thus becoming more aware of the 
problems. As an insider, he could observe the situation more closely, gaining a deeper 
insight into the internal working structure of Chinese education, and thus understand even 
more clearly the nature and location of existing problems. 
89 
. 
Thick Smoke was obviously based on the author's personal experience. However, it 
was not intended to be only a memoir. It is relevant to the whole of Chinese education in the 
area known as Nanyang. As Lin Cantian says in his preface: " This book takes Chinese 
education in Nanyang as its framework and interweaves the local life of the region. Although 
its setting is a school in Malaya, the description applies generally. Characters, controversies, 
events, local customs and natural scenery similar to those described in the book, can be found 
throughout Nanyang" ( Preface, p2 ). 
Thick Smoke makes no attack on any other ethnic group, such as appeared in "Wild 
Flowers and Bitter Fruit" .19 Nor does it display anti-colonial sentiments. The author keeps the 
main focus of his writing within the Chinese community. Nonetheless, having been involved in 
Chinese education in Nanyang for nine years, Lin Cantian would hardly have considered the 
involvement of the colonial government as something too unimportant to mention. His silence 
on this point may be partly explained by the historical circumstances of the time. 
The British government began direct involvement in Chinese education in 1920 when it 
is8sued the Registration of Schools Ordinance. This was designed to bring Chinese schools 
more closely under its supervision.20 These new controls gave the British considerable 
authority over education and some objected strongly. Song Sheng, a highly-respected Chinese 
educator in Singapore, was deported by the British government;21 and Zhuang Xiquan, 
19. Shortly after the publication of Thick Smoke, some Malayan Chinese writers such as Lin Zi 
Jian, Li Ming and Yu Guang published articles to criticize the unsuitability of the 
charaterization of the Indian teacher. They argued that, firstly, it was rare that a foreign 
teacher taught in a Chinese school ; and, secondly, the description of the Indian teacher as a 
negative character in the book might cause racial conflict. In response to this criticism, the 
author vindicated himself by publi shing an article entitled "About the Foreign Teacher in 
Thick Smoke" in Morning Star on December 28 , 1936, in which he said, " .... there exists 
indeed a foreign teacher as described in Thick Smoke. The whole writing structure would 
need to change dramatically, if I attempt to create a Chinese teacher, acting in the way as 
the Indian tacher does, instead of using the ready raw material. In that way, I would have 
been in danger of losing objectivity". The Indian teacher is criticized in the book. However, 
in my opinion, this is nothing concerning ethnic conflicts. 
20. C.L. Sharma, "Ethnicity, Communal Relationship and Education in Malays ia" in Southe ast 
As ian Journal of Educational Studies, Singapore, 1980, p 16. 
21.Liang Shao-wen, Nanyang [uyou manji ( Notes on Travel in the South Sea), Shanghai, 1924, 
p36. 
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a young Chinese businessman, was put in prison for 100 days.22 This led to a serious 
disturbance. For example, when Song was deported, several thousand Chinese were reported 
to have stopped work to see him off at the station and roared, "Long live Song Sheng! "23 
However, Thick Smoke mentions very little about the British government's involvement in 
Chinese education. Of course, Lin Cantian may just have considered this beyond his scope. 
More likely, however, he was simply too aware of the dangers of overt anti-colonial 
statements. He had spent long enough in the region to understand the risks of offending the 
colonial government. His primary concern, moreover, was to spread understanding of the 
problems in the Malayan Chinese educational system, with the hope of receiving some guidance 
towards a solution from educators on the Chinese mainland. 
22. Ibid, pp39-40 
23. Ibid, p36. 
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CONCLUSION 
The preceeding pages have introduced the historical background of Malayan Chinese 
literature, charted its development through the years 1920 to 1937, and examined some of the 
internal and external influences acting upon it. Subsequently, using three fictional works,"Wild 
Flowers and Bitter Fruits", "Grandpa Laduo" and Thick Smoke as examples, an attempt has 
been made to construct an approach to literary local colour which goes beyond the simplistic, 
intuitive definitions existing hitherto. By revealing the complexity and diversity of local colour 
in Malayan Chinese literature at this time, we can see our way towards answering the question 
of how Chinese in the region, whether as temporary or permanent residents, reacted to the 
particular society in which they found themselves. Answers have been sought by analyzing 
both the authors and characters of these three works. 
As stated in Chapter ill, the understanding of local colour among Malayan Chinese writers 
was and remains vague. In the 1920s and 1930s , it referred to anything describing the life of 
Chinese in Malaya. In studies by the distinguished scholar Fang Xiu, local colour is regarded as 
a minor literary stream, far less important than the main literary stream which reflected the spirit 
of the May Fourth Movement. In the period between 1927 to 1931, this was represented by 
proletarian literature. Fang Xiu has described local colour at this time as being mainly subject to 
proletarian literature and the three works mentioned above have been somewhat dismissed as 
insufficiently representative of either this genre or the May Fourth spirit. 
However, if we approach local colour from a different standpoint, and avoid evaluating it 
simply on whether it does or does not reflect a certain ideological tendency, then there is much to 
be gained from such as "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruits", "Grandpa Laduo", and Thick Smoke. 
aki ''1 al 1 J) • • b 1 d . T ng oc co our on Its own ments, one can o serve not on y tren s In the development of 
Malayan Chinese literature, but also the reactions of certain of the Chinese community to an 
extraordinary situation; the struggle to build a new life in a complex colonial society. 
Some of them, as "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruits" explains, rejected the society and values 
they found in Malaya. This story powerful1y illustrates the clash between conventional Chinese 
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culture and local Malayan culture. Although set in Borneo, it throws some light on the position 
of Chinese elsewhere in the region during the early years of the twentieth century. We may 
reasonably assume that where there was Chinese settlement, there would be some friction 
between the two cultures, and there would also be some Chinese who attempted to retain 
traditional Chinese culture even while being forced to adapt themselves to local life. Through 
its vivid and detailed description, "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruits" reveals what was 
undoubtedly a question confronting many Chinese settlers in Malaya. 
While "Grandpa Laduo" is accepted as a fine example of proletarian literature, it has a 
wider significance in its portrayal of how the lower classes in Malaya cut across ethnic divisions 
to unite against the foreign colonialists and theupper classes of all races. Here, Chinese settlers 
in Malaya are not divided amongst old hands and new arrivals as in "Wild Flowers and Bitter 
Fruits", but along non-ethnic class lines. Chinese, whether of the owning or labouring classes, 
are seen as assimilating to some degree into local society and ethnic differences lose their 
importance. The Malayan Chinese in "Grandpa Laduo" are more concerned with class interests 
than cultural values, and when asking the question of how and to what extent a people 
assimilates into a foreign culture, this aspect can not be ignored. 
It is unfortunate that Thick Smoke, the only novel published in book fonn in the period 
from 1920 to 1962, has not received as much scholarly attention as it deserves. It examines a 
fundamental problem of an overseas community; the type of education which it wishes its youth 
to receive. Education is both the means of passing on traditional values, and thus reinforcing the 
sense of a united community, and also the means of preparing the community to meet the 
pressures of change. Writing in 1936, Lin Cantian was well aware of the extent of this problem 
in the Chinese educational system in Malaya. The novel shows the conflict less between two 
cultures than that within a culture at a period of fennent in its history. The collapse of the Qing 
dynasty and establishment of the republic in 1912 led to a schism which clearly continued into 
the 1930s in the overseas community. Indeed, it remained apparent even after the war in such 
small matters as what style of dress a bride and bridegroom should adopt in a Malayan Chinese 
wedding. 
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The way in which Malayan Chinese writers reacted to local life, as seen from their literary 
It 
activities, is in itself an important subject in the study of local coloui.' There were several 
hundred Malayan Chinese writers in their 20s or 30s, often as not with little education, mostly 
writing in their spare time about their experiences and impressions of the region. They 
wrote not for money, but for a concern with their environment and the position of their 
community therein. Their attitudes were revealed in their use of local colour; that is, description 
of their reactions to the local environment through both authorial comment and the views which 
they gave to their characters. For some commentators, such as Chen Lanqing, there was a real 
need to develop a literature with local colour so as to achieve the kind of unified community he 
observed in North America. By developing a literature which explored the particular situation of 
Chinese in the Malayan region, Chen may have hoped to cultivate a sense of cultural identity 
amongst people who, to greater or lesser degrees, felt dislocated in time and place. This sense 
of uncertainty and cultural friction is most apparent in "Wild Flowers and Bitter Fruits", but is 
also evident in the other two stories examined above. 
We have only looked at three writers of fiction. Li Xilang, China-born, author of "Wild 
Flowers and Bitter Fruits", wrote in a basically classical narrative style. Like his 
characters,Chubi and Qiumin, he held conventional Chinese values and, behind his description 
of the miserable lives of Chinese coolies in Borneo, traditional Chinese culture is what he is 
most concerned with. What is obvious is his pessimism towards almost everything around 
him, the situation in China, in Borneo, local life in Shihensha, and in Chinese going overseas. 
Haidishan forms a striking contrast to Li Xilang. Locally-born and locally bred, he seems not to 
have any deep feeling towards Chinese culture. Proletarian concerns and the fate of the 
labouring class of all ethnic origins in colonial Malaya dominate "Grandpa Laduo". His is an 
optimistic view, believing in the masses' ability to reform the colony into a just society. Here is 
one example of how a young Malayan Chinese reacted to his particular circumstances. Finally, 
Lin Cantian shows the ambivalence towards Chinese tradition of a generation influenced by the 
May Fourth Movement and its successors. He also shows his lack of real faith in the Malayan 
Chinese community when he directs his work to a mainland Chinese audience, and looks for 
guidance in solving the problems of local education from distant contemporaries. 
94 
(C ») 
In conclusion, a study of local colour is one way to explore how members of one cultural 
group react when encountering another. The period chosen for this study was a particularly 
dramatic one in the history of China and those nations suffering colonisation. The reactions of 
various Malayan Chinese writers, working at different times, and coming from different 
backgrounds, are consequently of great interest. They provide deep insight both into the 
relationship between overseas Chinese and a foreign community, and between overseas Chinese 
and their motherland. 
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Glossary 
I. Names of newspapers and their supplimentsl: 
Bingcheng xinbao (Lim: Penang Sin Pao ; McDonald: Penang News) 
"Changxu (Lasting Sunlight)" 2 
"Chenzhong (Morning Clock)" 
" Chenxin g (Morning Star) " 
"Dianji (Laying a Foundation)" 
" Ertong shijie (Children's World)" 
"Fanxing (Myriad Stars)" 
" Funu shijie (Women's World)" 
"Gonggong yuandi (Public Garden)" 
~~~l~m») 
, 
~<~~.,) 
a ~~ 41» 
a J~ ~<'JR .J..1,. » 
~~1! Jt » 
1.< ) LJ t &Jjfj-.. » 
~< ~ /1 » 
<{ ;(3 jz &J "'~-? » 
<~/A'! iJ ~» 
Guanghua ribao (Lim: Kwong wah yitpoh; and McDonald:Guanghua Daily) 
"Guanghua zazhi (Guanghua Magazine) " 
"Gushi shijie (Story World)" 
"Hong huang (Vast Wilderness)" 
"Huangdao (Desert Island)" 
Jilongpo ribao (Kuala Lumpur Daily) 
Lebao f Lim: Lat pau; McDonald:Singapore News) 
" Lebao juzhang (Appendix to the Singapore News)" 
"Lebao ju/ebu (Singapore News Club)" 
"Liuchan (Miscarriage)" 
"Liuxing (Falling Star)" 
"Lizhi ( Lichee)" 
~< ~ ~ t3 an » 
{{ -Y. ~ .} i~'\ » 
7(j ~./-.1' to 
U, ~ ~ 'f!t l ») 
<~~~ L) 
~{:t ~» 
~~ ~ 1l ~Jt t3 ~ ;» 
J.<. ~ ;f~ » 
<I.. ~ ifQ 1~10* » 
~I.. ~ m ~.-!t-tl1~ 
, 
'J..~ 
~ Y » 
, () ~< 7J~U ).:!.. » 
{{~ ~1» 
~< ~ ~» 11\ "Luyi (Green Ripples )" 
1. In addition to several of the author's own translations, the English rendering of these titles derive from: (1) Newspapers 
Published in the Malaysian Areas: with a Union List of Local Holdings, by P.Lim Pui Huen, Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 1970; (2) A.W. McDonald's translation of Fang Xiu's book entitled Notes on the History of 
Malayan Chinese New Literature (1920-1942), Tokyo, 1977; (3) Yang Songnian, Dayin tushuguan suozang zhangqian xinhua 
baokan ( Pre-War Chinese Newspapers and Magazines in Singapore Kept in the British Library ), Singapore, 1988. 
2. Titles in quotation marks are names of literary suplements to newspapers. 
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"Mantuoluo "( Yang: "Marlborough Weekly"; McDonald: "Mandala" ) 
" Nan/ang yuekan (Southern Monthly)" 
Nanyang shangbao (McDonald: South-Sea Commercial News; Lim: Nan yang siang pau" 
with an English title:Chinese Daily Journal of Commerce.) 
Nanyang shibao ( McDonald: Nanyang Times; Lim: Nan yang si pau ,with an English 
H It z4 ~( ~~ » 
title: Chinese Daily News) 
"Pubu (Waterfall)" 
"Qitian" ("Chit Thian Weekly News" in Yang) 
"Shangyu zazhi " ("Profit Magazine" ) 
"Shige shijie (Poetry World )" 
" Shikong (Lion's Loar)" 
"Wenyi (Literature)" 
"Wenyi luntan (Literary Column)" 
"Wenyi zhoukan (Literary Weekly) " 
~< v! ~ » 
~z -b f- » 
{J. ~ -t ~ 1ft J) 
{~ 11 =fix 1!t, » 
1.{ ~\/f ~JG » 
"Xiaoxianzhong (McDonald: "Idle Hours"; Yang: "The Amusement Bell") 
I.{ :1 -t ~ f~ » 
~Z 3ct I~ -1-~ » 
~ { ~~ ~ 41)) 
~{~~A~ ~t7) 
li.. i4 t~ » 
"Xiju shijie (Drama World)" 
"Xinbao (The New Press Weekly)" 
"Xingguang (Star Shine)" ~I.. 4. #u » 
Xinguomin ribao (McDonald: New People's Daily; Lim: Sin kok min jit poh 1 
~<~q Ii) ~ 8 m » 
"Xinguomin zazhi (New People's Magazine)" ~{l~ Ii) ~?f:. ~ 7) 
"Xinhanglu (New Channel)" l1.. ~l ~ ~ (, ",'1 v\J YtJ "~  » 
Xinjiapo ribao (Singapore Daily ) ~~ *4 )JV3 fit ~ iJ;~ » 
"Yelin (Coconut Grove)" <~ :fjfr ;f.i-» 
"Yepa (Country Blossom),' J..Z ~ ~ 'J) 
II. Names of people, books and some expressions: 
Awu 
Chashisu meiyue tongjizhuan ~~ t!!J~ ~ ~ ytJ)v Y~ ~ 
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Chen Ban 
Chen Lianqing 
Chubi 
difan secai1 
F andui nuli zhuyi ! 
Fang Xiu 
FeiMing 
guoyu (kuoyu) 
Haidishan 
Han Suyin 
Huang Seng 
Jiuhuiji 
Laduo 
LangHua 
LiMeizi 
Lin Cantian 
Lin Dubu 
Lin Qiren 
Liu Qiang 
Li Xilang 
Luo Yifu 
MaLun 
mengguonu 
Mi Yang 
Nanguo shiren 
Nanyang 
Nanlai 
1. Items in italic are phrases or sentences in the thesis. 
11 ~t 
'fit *t t 
1t J{;J ~ ~~~ ~ jJ 
~ cx1 jfcX t i ~ 
75 1,t 
, ~ 7~ 
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Nongyian 
Pan Yihong 
QiuMing 
Qiu Shizhen 
Re zhang 
Sanguo yanyi 
Shihensha 
Si Shi 
Song Sheng 
Tan Yuanshan 
Taojia he kuli 
Tao Tao 
Wu Ziguang 
Xueying 
You You 
Yuai 
YuDafu 
Zeng Shengti 
Zhanghui xiaoshuo 
Zhong Yang 
Zhuang Xiquan 
Zhu Fayu 
~< tdt *1£)) 
~ {z ~1, 
~* ~ 
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